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Introduction 
Speaking the Unspeakable 


In many cases, desire lies like a bodily boundary between 
the everyday and the unspeakable. 
—Samuel R. Delany’ 


Homecoming 


Black female visual artist crystal am nelson’s Building Me a Home (2009), 
an eight-minute, three channel video, engages the unspeakable plea- 
sures of black female sexuality that anchor this book, an exploration of 
black women, BDSM, and pornography that presents BDSM as a stage 
for analyzing black women’s sexuality and its representation in order to 
unveil the complex desires and self-making practices of black women 
subjects.” Moreover, it signals queerness, interraciality, and technol- 
ogy as vibrant motifs that galvanize my discussion of racialized BDSM 
as a critical site for reinvigorating debates about pleasure, domination, 
and perversion in the context of black female sexuality. In the video, 
we look at various parts of nelson’s body bound in intricate knots by 
Mistress Heart, a celebrated San Francisco Bay Area dom, model, and 
community activist. Both nelson and Heart were instrumental members 
of the Bay Area Women of Color Photo Project, a photography collec- 
tive formed by Heart and fetish photographer Andrew Morgan in 2003 
to document local women of color BDSM practitioners.’ Its mission was 
“to expand the aesthetic and cultural perception of the BDSM commu- 
nity by promoting artistically tasteful photographic images of Women 
of Color in BDSM.”* According to queer feminist photographer Shilo 
McCabe, one of several photographers on the project, it was an inter- 
vention to increase the visibility and belonging of women of color in the 
BDSM community.” McCabe explains the project’s mission: “The goal 
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Figure 1.1. crystal am nelson, 
Portrait of crystal, suburban 
born, daughter of Valerie and 
James, State of Rhode Island 
and Providence Plantations- 
full frontal [from Untitled 
(Bound) series], 2007, ~4x5” 
giclée print. Image courtesy 


of artist. 


of the project was to increase the visibility of women of color in erotic/ 
fetish images in order to make women of color feel like they belonged 
in those communities.’® Although nelson’s Building Me a Home pres- 
ents this politics of visibility, it also explores the complexities of black 
women’s navigation of BDSM space. 

While nelson recognizes BDSM as a “hot-button” issue, she ac- 
knowledges that its inflammatory power is compounded by race— 
specifically the black female body’s legacy of sexual trauma.’ She refers 
to “a compacted body doing things that are very loaded with his- 
tory and historical trauma that havent been resolved.”* nelson says 
that her goal “is to try to cultivate a vocabulary but also to try to 
help people shift their perspective.’ Building Me a Home functions 
as a visual vocabulary to critically intervene in our reading of black 


female sexuality—one that recognizes the pleasure and power some 
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black female subjects experience in sexual performances scripted by 
the memory of slavery. 

Because it deftly engages the multiple contradictions that cohere in 
the performance of BDSM, Building Me a Home is the entry point I 
have chosen for this book. Like nelson, I am interested in what BDSM 
and black female sexuality “means for someone in [her] body.” I inter- 
rogate our contested libidinal investments in “the residuals of trauma” 
as evinced by black women’s representations and performances within 
BDSM and in contemporary American pornography from the 1930s to 
the present.’ I read performances of black female sexual aggression, 
domination, humiliation, and submission in pornography and BDSM 
as critical modes of black women’s pleasure, power, and agency. The 
Color of Kink also explores the multiple and contradictory fantasies that 
animate black women’s practice of BDSM, placing them in the context 
of long-standing debates and controversies about the representation of 
race, gender, and sexuality. How do we rethink the formative links be- 
tween black female sexuality and violence? Like nelson, I explore how 
domination and submission are not just mechanisms of power but also 
modes of pleasure. I argue that BDSM is a productive space from which 
to consider the complexity and diverseness of black women’s sexual 
practice and the mutability of black female sexuality. I also illustrate how 
BDSM illuminates the queerness of blackness and how blackness brings 
into focus the queerness of BDSM. 

As a BDSM apparatus and tool of bondage, the rope functions not 
just as a technology of pleasure and pain, but also race. In Building Me 
a Home, a rope bit gag is slipped in between nelson’s parted lips and 
fastened around the back of her head. Another knot forms beneath her 
breasts at the base of her breastbone. Her wrists are thickly shackled with 
coils of rope. The white rope contrasts with the color of her skin and the 
black frame of the triptych video. The scene is a BDSM fantasy of black 
female sexuality shaped by the memory of chattel slavery. In one image, 
the indentations of the rope form a visible pattern of small ripples on 
nelson’s stomach. While these flesh imprints manifest the black female's 
bodily memory of slavery, they are also impressions of pain and plea- 
sure. While the rope elicits whiteness in order to fetishize whites’ violent 
domination in the primal scene of slavery, it also marks the pleasure in 
this queer encounter of black female intimacy. In her art, nelson recog- 
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nizes the salience of what she terms the “black/white dichotomy” and the 
magnetism of its pull while at the same time, she works to place black 
subjectivity beyond this binary." She states, “The work I was doing is re- 
ally about asserting black subjectivity and subjectivity that’s not necessar- 
ily wrapped up in how my body or my experience is related to the white 
body or the white experience.’’” Though whiteness is corporeally absent 
from the powerful piece, its symbolic presence is strong. Whiteness be- 
comes personified in ways that perhaps contradict its absence from this 
bodily encounter to assert itself in this particular staging of black female 
subjectivity and within the scene of black female BDSM performance 
more broadly. While the artist did not include a white performer, white- 
ness haunts the scene nonetheless. 

The metaphoric residue of whiteness resonates with this book’s 
assertion that interraciality is a necessary optic when considering kink. 
As a symbol of whiteness, the white ropes encasing nelson’s brown 
flesh visualize the intimate relationship of whiteness and blackness 
that I argue is salient in black women’s enactment of BDSM erotic 
fantasy. Building Me a Home instantiates the presence of whiteness in 
the sexual scene of black women’s domination and submission, a grip 
nelson is aware of, as evidenced by her desire to disentangle black female 
subjectivity from whiteness in this provocative piece. The work is one 
of physically and metaphorically wrapping and unwrapping. In drawing 
on the symbolic yoking of black female BDSM sexuality to the memory 
of transatlantic slavery, the work invokes whiteness. If BDSM becomes 
a map for sketching out black female sexuality, whiteness stands as a 
signpost, a point of reference that often intrudes on the erotic scene 
to highlight its enactment of pleasure, power, and pain. In racialized 
BDSM performance and its dynamic representation in pornography, 
interraciality signals the political stakes for black women. 

If the rope is an ambivalent signifier of race, it is also an equivocal 
marker of pleasure and pain, empowerment and captivity, and past and 
present. The tightly pulled diagonal line of rope guides our eyes to the 
central image of nelson’s bound figure. But it also serves as a (color/time) 
line, marking black female sexuality in relation to the moorings of queer- 
ness (figured here as a mode of complicit blackness), the remembrance 
of slavery, and the somatically absent but symbolically present whiteness, 
creating an erotic threshold that is vital to the performances I interpret 
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in this book. At the same time that the rope leads our gaze to nelson and 
Heart’s hands, it also directs our eyes to the unsettled space outside the 
frame—a willing canvas for our own imaginary. The tension of the rope 
emanates from its physical tautness and from what it metaphorically rep- 
resents of what lies between black women’s historic captivity under chat- 
tel slavery and the “erotic macramé” of contemporary BDSM bondage.’* 
nelson conveys the imbrication of pleasure and power that BDSM perfor- 
mance may engender for black women: “The work is about empowerment 
through pleasure. I do think that pleasure is a source of empowerment 
and I think also that when you are able to empower yourself that’s also a 
feeling of bliss. I think that’s a reciprocal relationship:’* nelson asks us to 
critically rethink power—not only what it feels like but also what it looks 
like and what it can look like as enacted by the black female body specifi- 
cally. She states, “I am really interested in BDSM and particularly what it 
means for someone in my body.’’” Her work represents an attempt “to re- 
configure both the understanding of how individuals in certain situations 
empower themselves and how they assert their will?’ 

The subjects in Building Me a Home do not speak. Sound becomes a 
further challenge to this digital fantasy of pleasure, power, and will. In 
the absence of dialogue, a looped soundtrack heightens the complex- 
ity of racialized pleasure in the landscape of domination/submission. 
The audio accompaniment is an electronic tinny static—a soft metallic 
rattling sound overlaid by wind or perhaps by distant crashing waves— 
interspersed with a soft humming. Though we are unable to conclude 
if the humming is a diegetic or extradiegetic sound, the impression is 
that it comes from Mistress Heart (nelson’s mouth is bound) as a kind 
of soundtrack to her labor. The humming amplifies the slow methodical 
care with which she binds and unbinds nelson’s body. The effect of this 
chorus of sounds is almost soothing, amplified by the hazy repetitive 
white noise. This calm contrasts with the inescapable violence of this 
scene of black female captivity. Yet the humming also becomes an audi- 
ble instantiation of queer black female pleasure. The sonic thus collabo- 
rates with the visual in elucidating how producing blackness is bound to 
domination, submission, and queerness and their intricate pleasures. In 
its artful play with the dynamics of speechlessness and sound, Building 
Me a Home presents BDSM as a mode of speaking the unspeakable of 
and for black female sexuality. 
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Figure 1.2. crystal am nelson, Portrait of crystal, suburban born daughter of Valerie and 


James, State of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations—womb [from Untitled 
(Bound) series], 2007, ~4x5” giclée print. Image courtesy of the artist. 


In rendering tangible the tethering of black female sexuality to the 
history of chattel slavery, the rope connects the past to the present, but 
it also reveals the past as the present (and future). Does the visual image 
of the bound flesh of the captive black female body necessitate such a 
psychic return? Is this homing to the mythologized site of transatlantic 
slavery ineluctable? nelson articulates the work’s querying and queer- 
ing of linear time: “At what point do historical readings of the black 
figure end and black female desire and subjectivity begin, if at all?”’” 
Yet a couple of minutes into the piece, this fettering, like many aspects 
of Building Me a Home, is complicated as it becomes clear that the work 
is a process of doing and undoing, building and deconstructing. Heart’s 
hands enwrap nelson’s body and free her from the rope’s constraints. At 
times it is difficult to ascertain which is happening—tying or untying. 
This linear ambiguity compounds the complexity of the piece while dis- 
rupting the idea of slavery as in the past. The work narrates a process, a 
movement forward and backward, that belies linear time. 

Mirroring this lapse between past and present, doing and undoing, 
the three simultaneous viewing frames of Building Me a Home facilitate 
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multiple temporal and spatial vantage points. This pastiche of temporal 
frames mirrors the slippage of present and past, of modern BDSM and 
chattel slavery, pleasure and pain, subject and object. nelson is interested 
in precisely these slippages and how we, as spectators of her work, read 
them; she and her work ask: “What is that fine line between a represen- 
tation of a contemporary space that is consensual and a representation 
of historical spaces or historical traumas that were non-consensual and 
is it possible to kind of make that leap from a historical reading to a 
more contemporary reading?”’* The negative space between the frames 
reinforces the tension of the spatiotemporal leaps nelson describes. The 
fragmentation of frames reflects that of the black female body itself. We 
never see nelson’s full body in one frame, only isolated pieces of it as 
the camera pans up from her rope-shackled bare feet to her thighs, to 
a cluster of white knots nestled in her dark pubic hair like a floral ar- 
rangement adorning her pubis, to the flesh of the belly gently nudg- 


Figure 1.3. crystal am nelson, Portrait of crystal, suburban born daughter of Valerie and 
James, State of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations-semi-profile [from Untitled 
(Bound) series], 2007, ~4x5” giclée print. Image courtesy of the artist. 
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ing through spaces between the rings of tight rope that form a bustier 
around her stomach region and encircle her breasts, to a group of knots 
at the base of her sternum, to her face. At times her eyes are closed, 
at others she gazes directly at the camera, confronting our own gaze 
and challenging an understanding of her as passive, undesirous, and 
submissive. 

Occupying both the central frame and the periphery in this video 
triptych, the black female body plays an essential role in Building Me a 
Home and in nelson’s work more generally. As in much of nelson’s art 
where she doubles as both artist and model, the line between subject and 
object is blurred here. The black female body is doing the building and 
the unbuilding and is itself the site of this complex architectural project. 
Art historian Huey Copeland has explored contemporary black artists’ 
critical aesthetic engagement with transatlantic slavery. By disrupting 
the privileging of the body as a medium for this artistic engagement, 
Copeland discusses the limitations of the figure as a vehicle for the vi- 
sual rendering of slavery.” Hitching an artistic engagement of slavery to 
the body, Copeland argues, individualizes the memory of transatlantic 
slavery, foreclosing our recognition of the vast material instantiations 
of its aftermath. He writes: “These artists took the meaning of slavery 
out of the figure and made it a function of the viewer's relationship to 
the world”? By not relying on the figure, these artists depersonalize the 
legacy of slavery, imploring us to see slavery everywhere, etched in both 
the flesh of the black body and in our material landscape. I would argue 
that while nelson anchors slavery’s meaning in the figure, her use of the 
rope effects a more comprehensive viewing of the material embodiment 
of slavery—one that conveys both its structural and psychic logic and 
the collision of the two.’ nelson’s work, like much of the BDSM and 
pornography performance I discuss here, is fundamentally a distinctly 
embodied encounter with the history of slavery. 

Drawing on feminist and queer theory, critical race theory, and 
media studies, The Color of Kink contributes to the growing scholar- 
ship on pornography and racialized sexuality. This interdisciplinary 
analysis makes a number of theoretical and scholarly interventions. 
First, it complicates the traditional androcentric, heteronormative, and 
narrow framing of the question of violence in pornography discourse. 
As a result of critical feminist interventions during the “sex wars” of 
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the late 1970s and early 1980s, violence is usually conceptualized as 
men enacting violence toward women and is usually framed as harm- 
ful and unproductive.” I am interested in how violence and aggression 
become a source of sexual pleasure and possibility for women and how 
women are active agents of violence and domination rather than pas- 
sive victims. This research reinvigorates important debates in feminist 
sexual politics in the arena of BDSM and pornography dating back to 
the “sex wars” in the United States, in which, as I reveal in the book, 
women of color, though marginalized, played a significant role. Sec- 
ond, linked to this question of violence is the legacy of sexual violence 
for black women and how this history, which is so constitutive (but 
not solely productive) of black female sexuality and its representations, 
informs these performances. Third, this book, like nelson’s Building 
Me a Home and the Bay Area Women of Color Photo Project, inter- 
rogates the deracialization of BDSM. Illuminating the cross-pollination 
of black sexuality and BDSM, The Color of Kink argues that BDSM is an 
apt lens through which to consider black sexuality and its performance 
in pornography. Finally, this project pays special attention to issues of 
technology. I interrogate the entwinement of various technologies— 
the technologies of gender, race, and sexuality with the technologies 
of sexual pleasure (for example, the “fucking machines” I analyze in 
chapter 4). My interest in technology extends beyond cyberspace as 
a site for the performance and laboring of black female sexuality to 
include the technologies of pleasure women employ in pornographic 
BDSM performances. 

BDSM is currently a hot topic in popular culture, most notably evi- 
denced by E. L. James's bestselling book 50 Shades of Grey (2011) and 
the film adaptation.” Films such as Kink (2013, dir. Christina Voros) 
and About Cherry (2012, dir. Stephen Elliott), which both focus on 
the BDSM pornography company kink.com (whose work I analyze in 
chapter 4), also testify to the popularity of BDSM within the public 
sphere. In addition to films, countless television talk shows and ar- 
ticles in newspapers and magazines and on websites attest to the cur- 
rent interest in BDSM. Scholars such as Margot Weiss have critiqued 
this mainstreaming, arguing that the increased representation and vis- 
ibility of BDSM in contemporary popular culture fail to challenge the 
hegemony and privilege of “normative” sexuality, often reinforcing the 
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perceived binary between normal and aberrant, privileged and margin- 
alized, and protected and policed.** What scholars have not adequately 
analyzed is how this mainstream popularity perpetuates an understand- 
ing of BDSM that fails to consider how it is deeply informed by racial- 
ized sexual politics. Race is marginalized in both the scholarly literature 
and popular media about BDSM, contributing to the impression that it 
is not something black people do, or should do, and/or that race is not 
a salient factor in the power dynamics so essential to the practice. In 
these public, popular visual representations of BDSM, racialized bodies 
are typically absent or are peripheral, contributing to a long-standing 
imagining of BDSM as a kind of Anglo phenomenon. nelson’s Building 
Me a Home is a response to this impression. Inspired by what I term the 
politics of perversion, this book seeks to disrupt the politics of visibility 
and respectability that police nonheteronormative black female sexuali- 
ties in order to encourage a depathologization of both BDSM and black 
female sexuality. 


Problematizing a Politics of Perversion 


The title of this book, The Color of Kink, references its foregrounding 
of black female sexuality in the landscape of BDSM and pornography 
and its revisiting of a politics of perversion as a springboard for think- 
ing through the intersection of perversion with black female sexuality. 
Elsewhere I have advocated a politics of perversion as a disruptive shift 
in black feminist studies in order to critically analyze the entanglements 
of pleasure and power through the consumption, performance, and 
production of pornography.”* Here I revisit, refine, and reanimate this 
critical framework, not as a rehearsal of the queer theory truism that 
perversion maintains disruptive and productive politics or to reinforce 
the disavowal of race in these critiques of the queer currency of per- 
version but rather to map the critical interchange between perversion 
and black female sexuality. Elucidating the many ways that black female 
sexuality influences the dynamics of power and pleasure that under- 
gird kink, The Color of Kink analyzes and explores larger questions of 
the relationship between perversion and the queer limits and potentials 
of non-“normative” sexual desires and practices for black women. For 
example, in what ways can perversion open up new modes of being in 
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the world for black women while at the same time accounting for the 
historical bondage (literally and symbolically) associated with black 
women's bodies? 

My conjuring of a politics of perversion relies on the plural and poly- 
morphous resonance of the term “perversion”? The politics of perver- 
sion recognizes the subversive, transformative power of perversion as 
the alteration of something from its original course and the kink—the 
sexual deviance—that perversion evokes. In theorizing the politics of 
perversion, I explore the multivalence of the word “pervert,” which the 
New Oxford American Dictionary defines in its verb form as “to alter 
(something) from its original course, meaning, or state to a distortion or 
corruption of what was first intended; lead (someone) away from what is 
considered right, natural, or acceptable” and in its noun form as “a per- 
son whose sexual behavior is regarded as abnormal and unacceptable?” 
Such a politics of perversion might be understood as a kind of queer- 
ing that enables us to see “sexual pleasure as a feminist choice” and the 
ways that pornography continues to inform the pivotal nexus of black 
women’s power and pleasure.”* Though my development of the politics 
of perversion is imagined in contradistinction to “the politics of respect- 
ability,’ both function as critical strategies of black female sexuality and 
its continued negotiation of history.”” 

The politics of perversion represents a critical kink in a reading of 
the entangled performances of race, gender, and sexuality that not only 
signals their perversions or “unusual sexual preference[s]” but also ex- 
poses the multiple kinks, the “sharp twist[s] or curve[s] in something 
that is otherwise straight” that are so central to these performances.*° 
Throughout this book I am invested in undertaking a critical kink— 
highlighting the color of kink to reveal BDSM as an overlooked site for 
the performance of black female sexuality while reading the multiple de- 
viations from straightness that are integral to these performances. This 
kinked black feminist critique seeks to unveil the unspeakable perverse 
pleasures in and of pornography and BDSM to consider how pornogra- 
phy informs both black women’s erotic subjectivities and the resonance 
of BDSM for black sexuality. 

Iam informed by Freud’s use of the term “polymorphous perversion.” 
Freud’s understanding of polymorphous perversity is useful here be- 
cause it signals BDSM’s degenitalization of erotic pleasure, the perverse 
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inclination as natural rather than aberrant, and the multiple shapes— 
both symbolic and material—that perversion manifests in performances 
of black female sexuality.** He argues that “the disposition to perver- 
sions is itself of no great rarity but must form a part of what passes as the 
normal constitution.’*” Contradicting his sexology forefathers, Freud’s 
contention of the normality and fundamentality of perversion (i.e., that 
it is not deviant but standard) was nonetheless mediated by a kind of 
hierarchy or classification, however ambiguous, of perversions that re- 
inforced a sexological tradition of defining sexual perversion as contra- 
dicting the purpose of the human sexual instinct: reproduction.** Freud 
believed that a perversion becomes pathological if and when it supplants 
the normal “sexual aim” (“the act towards which the instinct tends”) and 
“sexual object” (“the person from whom sexual attraction proceeds”).** 
The subjective social, cultural, and moral foundation that anchors the 
purportedly scientific sexual perversion renders perversion a useful the- 
oretical tool for illuminating the use of sexuality as a technique of power. 

Perversion in psychoanalytic discourse is linked with transgression 
and the destabilization of social hierarchies and epistemologies.** In- 
spired by a Foucauldian tradition that revealed perversion as instrumen- 
tal in the discursive production of sexuality some feminists, sex radicals, 
and queer theorists have embraced the “insurrectionary nature” of per- 
version.*° Though Foucault did not identify perversion as transgressive 
but rather as part of the biopolitical relations of power that discursively 
produce sexuality, the theoretical lure of perversion emanates from its 
perceived subversiveness in spotlighting and dismantling the “nature” 
of sexuality and its punitive heteronormative standards. That is, perver- 
sion as a “real product of the encroachment of a type of power on bodies 
and their pleasures” directs our attention to the conditionality, labor, 
and unnaturalness of sexual normativity.*’ For example, Adrienne Rich's 
celebrated feminist theory of “compulsory heterosexuality” spotlights 
heteronormative coercion in order to refute the oppressive binaries of 
sexuality and contest the nature of (hetero)sexuality.** Also illuminating 
the relationship between perversion and norms, Gayle Rubin's theory of 
radical sexuality is one that accounts for the ways that perversion forms 
the basis of hierarchies of erotic pleasure that are oppressively policed 
by law.” 
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Within queer theory, perversion performs as a kind of theoretical 
metonymic mascot for queerness—gesturing toward a prolific and un- 
stable range of sexualities that the assumed norm of heterosexuality 
marginalizes. Perversion demands a rethinking of pleasure beyond the 
domain of heteronormative sex to facilitate a queer critique of what 
Michael Warner terms “the regime of normal.?*° Warner illuminates 
how a politics of perversion becomes not merely a question of plea- 
sure but also a matter of queer sexual autonomy and self-elaboration.*” 
More specifically, Lauren Berlant and Warner consider the queer culti- 
vation of perversions, or “criminal intimacies,’ as practices of belong- 
ing.“ Illuminating perversion as a kind of queer “counter intimacy, 
they exemplify a line of queer thought that (re)aligns perversion in a 
way that queers—lays bare and denaturalizes—the discursive mecha- 
nisms of sexuality as a technology of power to contest the terms of 
intimacy. Yet what is less fleshed out in these engagements with the 
politics of perversion is how race directs notions of perversion within 
queer theory. Race is not merely a lacuna in this theoretical body. 
The lack of critical analysis of race, specifically black female sexual- 
ity, unsettles the disruption that perversion potentially has to change 
the rules of the “game of powers and pleasures” that both BDSM and 
race play.“ As I discuss at length in the following chapter, black female 
sexuality complicates the narratives of subversion, pleasure, and power 
that underline BDSM. 

I want to call our attention to the ways that what might seem like the 
absence of black female sexuality in these important discussions of per- 
version functions not so much as an empty void but instead an influenc- 
ing, gravitational presence in what I see as the still-dynamic energetic 
field of the politics of perversion. How does black female sexuality effect 
and affect the “region of space” in which it is so often (dis)located?** 
Using the allegory of a black hole to theorize black female sexuality 
and the reading practices that have consistently failed it, Evelynn Ham- 
monds calls for an alternate conceptual framework that challenges the 
paradigms of (in)visibility that characterize the discourse of black fe- 
male sexuality.** Yet, as Hammonds suggests, the metaphoric currency 
of the black hole lies not within its power to reveal the repletion of what 
appears to be vacant space but in its prompting of an alternate concep- 
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tual geometry with which to rethink perversion. Black female sexuality 
offers an important critique of what Hammond calls the dichotomous 
“axis of normal and perverse.’*° Hence, problematizing the politics of 
perversion uncovers new vistas for considering the intersection of race 
and “perverse” sexuality to intervene in a “genealogy of black female 
sexuality,’ that as Hammonds argues, recognizes black women’s silence 
and excision but not the multiplicity of their desires and the polyvalence 
of their pleasures.*’ 

Black feminist scholar Cathy Cohen, a critical voice of intervention 
in this genealogy, has suggested that we, as scholars, shift our critical 
gaze away from the conventionally respectable to read deviance as kind 
of black political strategy. Indeed, deviance is where Cohen locates the 
“radical potential of queer politics?** She argues that “intentional devi- 
ance” can function as an important stratagem of resistance and agency, 
albeit restricted, for marginalized subjects who reside outside the dis- 
ciplined limits that are policed by normative white heteropatriarchy. 
Cohen is in conversation with Warner, who unveils respectability poli- 
tics as a kind of “false ethics” of queer sexuality, asking: “What kind 
of politics could be based in such a refusal to behave properly?”*” The 
politics of perversion is inspired by Warner’s query and Cohen's push 
to read deviance not as pathology but as a mode of “oppositional poli- 
tics” that might enable us to see power, agency, and resistance as well as 
pleasure differently.*° Hence my return to the vexed site of perversion is 
not intended to platitudinize the fruitfulness of queer theory’s explora- 
tion of perversion and unsettlement of the coherence of heterosexual- 
ity; instead, I want to push toward a more nuanced critical crossing of 
perversion with black female sexuality. Black female sexuality informs 
and further queers the dynamics of subversion, reproduction, power, 
and pleasure that undergird kink. 

In scholarly theory, BDSM enjoys a complicated and ambiguous 
relationship with the term “perversion.” I use the term “enjoy” quite 
deliberately to capture the eroticization of aberrancy that the “perver- 
sion” of BDSM evinces. Though BDSM, in practice and theory, is an- 
chored in the literary foundation of Marquis de Sade and Leopold von 
Sacher-Masoch, in the nineteenth century, people began to see sadism 
and masochism as psychosexual perversions.** In Psychopathia Sexualis 
(1886), Richard von Krafft-Ebing not only coins the terms but also in- 
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augurates them within the moralizing pathologizing impulse of psycho- 
analysis as sexual perversions. Krafft-Ebing’s description of “cerebral 
neuroses” was divided into four types of paraesthesia, or “perversions 
of the sexual instinct”: sadism, masochism, fetishism, and “antipathetic 
sexuality” (essentially homosexuality, or sexual inversion).°* While clas- 
sical theories of BDSM are grounded in perversion, they remain di- 
vided over the relationship between sadism and masochism; they are 
theorized as radically opposed, interrelated, or more “complementary,” 
as sexologist Havelock Ellis deems them.** While Krafft-Ebing con- 
sidered sadism and masochism to be distinct entities, Freud viewed 
them as linked—two simultaneous perversions in the same individual. 
Adopting a psychoanalytic literary methodology, Gilles Deleuze radi- 
cally challenges Freud’s reading of masochism on multiple fronts, argu- 
ing that masochism and sadism are independent of each other and are 
fundamentally different.** 

Although many classic scholars identify BDSM as a perverse pathol- 
ogy, they also argue for its gendered existence in “normal sexuality, con- 
tending that sadism and masochism are evidence of the atavism and 
primitivity of sexuality itself.°* Like Krafft-Ebing, Freud believed that 
BDSM tendencies were manifest in “the normal individual?** Krafft- 
Ebing writes, “Modern civilized man, insofar as he is untainted, may 
exhibit a weak and rudimentary association between lust and cruelty?” 
Similarly, Freud states that “the history of civilization shows beyond 
any doubt that there is an intimate connection between cruelty and the 
sexual instinct.’°* Despite more recent work in the field of BDSM that 
approaches the practice from a standpoint that it is not pathological, 
BDSM remains tainted by its psychopathological roots.*? Though the 
most recent edition American Psychological Association’s Diagnostic 
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) has taken steps to- 
ward depathologizing sexual sadism and masochism and distinguishes 
between aberrant sexual interest and sexual practices that threaten dis- 
order, it still locates the “paraphilias” of sadism and masochism within 
the bedrock of psychiatric disorders.°° As Gayle Rubin acutely acknowl- 
edged some twenty years ago: “Sexualities keep marching out of the Di- 
agnostic and Statistical Manual and on to the pages of sexual history.’*’ 
BDSM delimits the shaky boundaries of perversion and how it relates to 
so-called normal sexuality. 
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Perversion maintains an intimate relationship with the concept of 
“normal” as its point of deviation. As Kaja Silverman argues in her sharp 
analysis of masochism and male sexuality, perversion “always represents 
some kind of response to what it repudiates, and is always organized to 
some degree by what it subverts.’®’ Silverman identifies the profound 
tension in perversion, its “double nature” as a simultaneous movement 
of surrender and rebellion, “capitulation and revolt”? She is, however, 
largely focused on the latter—how perversion, specifically masochism, 
fundamentally contests sexual difference, to radically disrupt ideologies 
and performances of gender and gendered social binaries. As I argue 
throughout this book, BDSM, as both an invention and a rejection of 
the social symbolic system, maintains an ambivalent relationship to the 
many binaries (including reproduction/subversion) it labors so dynami- 
cally to erect and erotically transgress. Like Silverman, I am interested in 
unveiling the “politics,” not merely gendered, but also racialized, that in- 
form BDSM’s “libidinal deviations.”** That is, how might “the theoretical 
interest of perversion exten[d] beyond the disruptive force it brings to 
bear upon gender” to kink race?® 

Heeding the politics of perversion highlights perversion as a tech- 
nology of power deployed in the discursive production of sexuality. In 
his analysis of “consensual sadomasochistic perversions,’ psychoanalyst 
Robert Stoller critically problematizes the term “perversion” as deter- 
mined by the “moral order” of psychoanalysis to argue psychosexual 
perversions such as BDSM are heterogeneous and should be depatholo- 
gized.°° Stoller identifies three central components of perversion. First, 
hostility is central to the meaning of perversion; it is an “essential inter- 
play between hostility and desire.’®’ Second, perversion is a discipline: 
its threatening moralizing force is used to separate the abnormal from 
the normal (the “unperverse”).°* Third, perversion “reflects the need 
of individuals in society to keep from recognizing their own perverse 
tendencies by providing scapegoats who liberate the rest of us in that 
they serve as the objects of our own acceptable and projected perverse 
tendencies.’ Encouraging us to see the perversion of all erotic fantasy, 
Stoller contends: “When (the psychoanalyst’s great advantage) one gets 
into people’s heads and they allow one access to their fantasies, all erotic 
desires are aberrant. We should legislate (diagnose) not on the basis of 
the engaged anatomy or the positions taken during an act, but on what 
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behaviors mean to actors.’’° Contextualizing sexual fantasies, desires, 
and performances from the viewpoint of the “actors” is critical in gain- 
ing both a more cohesive, holistic understanding of sexuality and one 
that has the potential to temper the moralizing psychoanalytic force be- 
hind perversions. Therefore, when possible, throughout this book I have 
relied on interviews to supplement my readings of the performances. 
I remain inspired by Stoller’s push to unveil erotic fantasy as perverse 
and by his move to expunge the word “normal” from our lexicon of 
sexuality.” 

In shifting our reading of perversions, the politics of perversion 
queers our conceptualization of normalcy. Deconstructing the perverse 
“social construction of sadomasochism” requires a deconstruction of 
normal.’” We might be more inclined to pathologize “normal, to give 
it the meaning it lacks in the context of fantasy, according to Stoller.”* 
Pathologizing normal is different from recognizing the existence of 
perversions such as sadism and masochism in our “normal,” quotidian 
sexuality, as sexologists from Krafft-Ebing to Freud to Gebhard have 
done in various ways, arguing that sadomasochistic tendencies, such as 
aggression, passivity, humiliation, dominance and/or submission, are 
both natural and sociocultural facets of masculinity and/or femininity. 
The politics of perversion works to queer “normal, to unveil its kinks, 
disclose its ethical foundation, and destabilize its privileged zenith on 
a hierarchy of sexuality. In a Freudian tradition wherein sexual perver- 
sions represent that which contests the authority of heterosexual genital 
penetration as the purportedly “true” and “correct” form of sex, to per- 
vert is to queer. The politics of perversion reflects this queering power of 
perversion. This book discusses queer sexual performances and works 
to queer black female sexuality, using a queer theoretical framework to 
read marginal sexual desires and practices while illuminating the many 
binaries that these sexual performances engage and deconstruct. 

I initially used the politics of perversion to critically interrogate the 
historically contentious relationship between black feminism and por- 
nography. It served as a valuable analytical tool in my personal attempt 
to reconcile black feminism and pornography as a black feminist scholar 
of pornography who does not view it as wholly oppressive, inimical, 
and definitively at odds with a kind of black feminist political agenda. 
Such a perspective has distanced me from a number of seminal black 
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feminist scholars, whose work I deeply respect, who have argued against 
pornography. For example, in an honest, incisive story of an intimate 
encounter with pornography, Alice Walker condemns pornography as 
“Poor: Ignorant: Sleazy: Depressing,’ deeming it an impossible tool of 
sexual intimacy.’* She objects to pornography’s animalistic and scato- 
logical treatment of the black female body.’® Walker’s analysis identifies 
black women as “the roots of modern pornography.’”® Patricia Hill Col- 
lins argues that black women are a “key pillar on which contemporary 
pornography rests,’ as a medium that treats black women as sex objects, 
relies on violence as an implicit or explicit theme, and champions motifs 
of female passivity.” Jewel D. Amoah argues that pornography is par- 
ticularly detrimental for black women in its double-jeopardy effect of 
combining racism and sexism.’* According to both Collins and Amoah, 
black women are especially vulnerable to the dangers of pornography 
because they must contend with both its sexual and racial politics— 
sexism and racism.” Tracey A. Gardner reaffirms the sociohistorical 
salience of racism to contemporary American pornography. First pre- 
sented at a conference on feminist perspectives on pornography in 1978, 
Gardner's attack against pornography is deeply personal. She states: “I 
want you to understand that when a person of color is used in pornog- 
raphy it’s not the physical appearance of that person which makes it rac- 
ist. Rather it’s how pornography capitalizes on the underlying history 
and myths surrounding and oppressing people of color in this coun- 
try. *° Similarly, Luisah Teish posits the unique harm that pornography 
wreaks on black women because of their historical legacies of violence 
(sexual violence in particular): “The pornography industry’s exploita- 
tion of the black woman's body is qualitatively different from that of the 
white woman.”** Last but not least, Audre Lorde, in her groundbreaking 
conceptualization of the erotic as a “life force of women,” considers por- 
nography as antithetical to the erotic.*” 

Though these scholars have done important work to bring pornog- 
raphy into the discourse of black feminism and to consider its unique 
sociohistorical, cultural, and political relationship with black women, 
the substratum of racism, sexism, exploitation, and victimization that 
buttresses this body of work prevents a more nuanced, radical analysis 
of the polyvalence of pornography, of its vital narration of the complexi- 
ties of black female sexuality, and of its productive opportunities for 
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black female sexual pleasure and power. The separation of pornography 
and black feminism is an ideological wedge that distances elements that 
profoundly inform one another, ultimately preventing a radical analysis 
of black female sexuality. Pornography and black feminism maintain a 
critical, if volatile, relationship with one another. 

Rather than viewing this relationship as inherently incompatible, we 
need to understand porn and black feminism as pushing, not policing, 
each other in productive directions that elucidate black female sexu- 
ality as “simultaneously a domain of restriction, repression, and dan- 
ger as well as a domain of exploration, pleasure and agency.’** Jennifer 
Nash has done indispensable work to explicate this clash between black 
feminism and pornography. She explores the peculiar alliance between 
antipornography feminism and black feminism, arguing that the rela- 
tionship hinges upon the figure of the so-called Hottentot Venus—a 
problematic analytic tool of both scholarly political projects.** Accord- 
ing to Nash, her work highlights the sexual conservatism of black fem- 
inism and the narrow analysis of racial imagery in pornography that 
does not account for changes in historical and technological specificity 
and the complex dynamics of black pleasure. 

Although my understanding of this productive and pleasurable po- 
tential of pornography for black women has distanced me from these 
seminal black feminist scholars, it has aligned me with a burgeoning 
generation of black feminist scholars who study pornography. Mireille 
Miller- Young is a pioneer in this field. Her groundbreaking archival and 
ethnographic research has both solidified the academic field of racial 
pornographics and illuminated the political, symbolic, and, ideologi- 
cal labor of black women’s sexual performances in pornography and 
the materialities of this labor. Dynamically contesting a black feminist 
tradition that views black women as oppressed and victimized within 
pornography, Miller- Young considers how black women performers 
and producers autonomously negotiate the landscape of pornography, 
analyzing porn as a critical arena for black women’s labor, pleasure, and 
self-representation. Illuminating the intricacies of black female sexual 
politics, Miller-Young reveals how black women, as sexual subjects, en- 
gage in “illicit erotic economies” in ways that demonstrate their pro- 
fessional autonomy, financial independence, and self-determination.*° 
While she exposes pornography as a unique site of resistance in the 
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arena of black female sexuality, she does not imagine a utopian promise 
of pornography. On the contrary, Miller- Young shows how black wom- 
en's history of racial-sexual violence and “exploitation” nuances their 
labor in pornography, a visual domain in which they are “ambivalently 
mythologized as sources of both fascination and disgust in a system 
organized around the marking and marketing of their absolute differ- 
ence.”*° Conveying this ambivalence “illicit eroticism” encompasses how 
black women capitalize on their “mythic racialized hypersexuality in the 
sexual economy.’*” 

Asking difficult questions about the entanglement between sexual 
pleasure and exploitation, labor and agency, self-authorship and self- 
representation, and desire and anxiety, Miller- Young has undertaken 
trailblazing work to deepen our understanding of the entanglement 
of power and pleasure for black women. She paved the way for other 
black feminist scholars, such as myself and Jennifer Nash, to articulate 
a modern black feminist reading of pornography that departs from its 
anti-pornography roots. This book approaches pornography and BDSM 
from a black feminist standpoint to demonstrate the power, agency, and 
pleasure, albeit highly conflicted, that they engender for black women. 
Focusing on black women’s performances in hard-core pornographic 
films from the 1970s and 1980s, Nash’s recent work reconciles pornogra- 
phy and black feminism around the concepts of black women’s pleasure 
and agency. In doing so, she relies on a method of black feminist analysis 
she calls “racial iconography,’ an innovative critical practice of reading 
performances of black female sexuality in moving-image pornography 
in ways that foreground black women’s pleasure rather than their ex- 
ploitation, oppression, and trauma.** Nash uses “racial iconography” to 
problematize a tradition of black feminist criticism anchored in a foun- 
dation of damage—the black female body’s purported harm by both 
pornography and visual culture at large. BDSM always already performs 
a kind of practice and theory of racial iconography—“moments of ra- 
cialized excitement, . . . instances of surprising pleasures in racialization, 
and... hyperbolic performances of race that poke fun at the very project 
of race?*? BDSM both creates and necessitates a reading that considers 
the complex interplay of black women’s pleasure and pain in the col- 
laborative performance—the dynamic play—of race and sex. Like Nash, 
my work puts the question of black women’s pleasure at the center of 
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my analysis; however, my work focuses on the unspeakable pleasures in 
and of black female abjection as a mode of racialization. Such pleasures 
coalesce in race play—a BDSM practice that explicitly plays with race— 
which, as I argue, is not a peripheral sexual practice relegated to the 
perverse margins of BDSM and pornography but is rather a powerful 
metaphor of black female sexuality that evinces its constitutive interplay 
of race, pleasure, trauma, and abjection. 

My work differs from these two paramount scholars’ analysis of the 
black female body in contemporary American pornography in mul- 
tiple ways—most significantly in its focus on BDSM and its reading of 
a recent pornographic archive. Because of this attention to BDSM and 
its discussion of heretofore untheorized work, The Color of Kink offers 
new breadth to the burgeoning field of racial pornographics. If historical 
black feminist criticism evidences a privileging of pornography’s “injury” 
over its pleasure, it has similarly approached the topic of BDSM from a 
foundation of harm.” Pornography and BDSM have both been objects 
of vehement feminist critique since the sex wars as cultural products that 
both purportedly reflected and perpetuated heteropatriarchy and, per- 
haps more dangerously, signaled women’s complicity in their own gen- 
dered, racialized, and sexualized oppression. As I demonstrate in chapter 
1, these black feminist discussions of BDSM are fiercely political and 
polar, most arguing, unsurprisingly, against BDSM and black women’s 
nuanced practice of it. In antipornography feminism, as in anti-BDSM 
feminist discourse, we see analogous arguments about women’s pleasure 
as problematically circumscribed by patriarchal domination. However, 
BDSM is an apt site for a contemporary analysis of black female sexual- 
ity that is grounded in “racial iconography” to foreground questions of 
black female pleasure, demand a recognition of the complexities of this 
pleasure, and highlight the stakes of black female sexual politics. I use 
BDSM as a critical aperture for elucidating the dynamics of racialized 
shame, humiliation, and pleasure that undergird the genre of commercial 
contemporary interracial pornography in the United States. 


Toward a Methodology of Perversion 


The politics of perversion informs the standpoint from which I have 
researched and written this book. It describes the critical practice with 
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which I read the many performances of black female sexuality that 
constitute this text to foreground questions of black women’s power, 
pleasure, and agency. The politics of perversion also inspires this book’s 
unique, mixed methodology. Using a variety of innovative source mate- 
rials including personal interviews, visual and textual analysis, and 
archival research, I reveal BDSM and pornography as critical sites from 
which to rethink the enmeshment of black female sexuality and violence. 
This work contextualizes particular historic and contemporary debates 
and analyzes pornographic film, videos, and websites. I draw upon the 
interviews I conducted for additional context. In each of these tasks, I 
aim to pervert, but ultimately enrich, our reading practices. Analyses of 
pornography must not be confined to the space of representation or the 
ethnographic: the perverse overlaps and interstices illuminate new per- 
spectives for considering the intersection of race, gender, and sexuality. 
Though I am inspired by a tradition of feminist studies of pornography, 
inaugurated by Linda Williams’s formative analysis of pornography in 
the late 1980s, I engage the intersections of race and violence.” While 
many feminist scholars of pornography, including Williams, have ana- 
lyzed the question of race, its constitutive imbrication with eroticized 
violence and abjection remains undertheorized.” Similarly, as I discuss 
in chapter 1, recent scholarship on BDSM has not offered a thorough 
discussion of how race and the gradations of racialized sexuality beget 
the practice. Unlike these texts, The Color of Kink contextualizes black 
women's BDSM performance in important historical and contemporary 
debates and reads its representation in modern pornography. I argue 
that the unique historical legacies of black female sexual violence neces- 
sitate a more nuanced reading of black women’s BDSM performance, 
particularly race play. 

Throughout the book I draw from open-ended interviews I con- 
ducted with black femdoms, pornography performers, and producers. 
I also use published interviews in trade publications in the adult en- 
tertainment industry, mainstream magazines and websites, personal 
websites, and blogs. These interviews irradiate the marginalized voices 
of black women in pornography and BDSM. In line with the depatholo- 
gizing impetus of the politics of perversion, my inclusion of personal 
testimonies from these sites reflects my interest in illuminating black 
women’s agency and diverse pleasures in pornography and BDSM. At- 
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tending the voices of black women who narrate their own sexual experi- 
ences of domination, submission, and erotic power exchange in BDSM 
and pornography—their pleasures, limits, pains, fantasies, histories, 
conflicts, and boundaries—brings us closer to a more comprehensive 
understanding of these performances. Indeed, part of the feminist in- 
tervention of this book is a destigmatization of varied and transgressive 
black women’s sexual pleasures such as BDSM. Marshaling the diverse 
voices of black women self-narrating their sexuality, The Color of Kink 
disrupts monolithic views of black female sexuality as anchored in a 
bedrock of normativity and silence. Yet these voices do more than sim- 
ply function as intervening utterances in a politics of speechlessness; 
they form the basis for my central claims regarding the theoretical en- 
tanglement of BDSM, race, and sexuality. Despite my reliance on in- 
terviews, unlike many recent studies of BDSM communities and sites 
of labor (which I discuss in the following chapter) The Color of Kink 
is neither an ethnography nor a systematic historical study of black 
women in the field of BDSM or the broad, nebulous kink community. 
While such projects are greatly needed endeavors, my interest is largely 
in reading performances and visual representations of racialized sexual- 
ity in the arenas of pornography and BDSM and how the categories of 
race, sexuality, and gender are revealed as performances via these sites. 
Informed by a critical genealogy of scholars who study performance as 
a site of the entangled identities of race, sexuality, and gender, interviews 
supplement and deepen my close readings of the texts and of the sexual 
performances as texts.”° 

I read a series of visual and written texts across disciplines, media 
technologies, and historical periods. What unites these diverse texts 
is their engagement with the question of unspeakable pleasures—in 
the enactment of racialized abjection, in the history of chattel slavery, 
and in blackness as a site of trauma and rapture. Though I focus on 
more recent work of the early twenty-first century to interrogate the 
imbrication of black female sexual pleasure and violence, I make leaps 
(to recall nelson) across the convergent pornography landscape—the 
stag genre, the golden age, and the video age—to present a historical 
context in which to read this entanglement in contemporary American 
pornography. These leaps are both temporal and technological jumps. 
This book reads across disciplinary perspectives as it journeys across the 
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media landscape in its analysis of the black female body’s representation 
in different types of pornography from the late 1930s to today: film, 
video, and Internet. From the Kinsey Institute's historical stag collection 
to kink.com’s twenty-first-century Fucking Machines video archive and 
from mainstream to amateur to independent to underground, I draw 
from a heterogeneous pornographic archive. This chronologically and 
technologically diverse archive facilitates my reading of the complex 
imbrication of black female sexual pleasure and violence: I argue that 
the black female body is an ambivalent site of absence and presence in 
the genre. 


Organization of the Book 


Chapter 1, “The Dark Side of Desire: Racial-Sexual Alterity and the Play 
of Race,’ examines black women’s participation in BDSM and how these 
performances illustrate a complex and contradictory brokering of pain, 
pleasure, and power for the black female performer. I reveal BDSM as a 
critical site for reconsidering the entanglement of black female sexuality 
and violence. Within BDSM, violence becomes both a mode of pleasure 
and a vehicle for accessing and contesting power. This book reinvigorates 
important debates in feminist sexual politics in the arena of BDSM and 
pornography dating back to the sex wars in which women of color 
played a significant role. The chapter begins with a brief section that 
frames black women practitioners of BDSM in the context of still very 
vigorous feminist dialogues surrounding sexuality, violence, and BDSM. 
Here, I am interested in staging the unique theoretical and practical 
challenges of the unspeakable pleasures aroused in racial submission and 
domination that BDSM presents to black women specifically. I examine 
race play as a particularly problematic yet powerful BDSM practice for 
black women, one that unveils the contradictory dynamics of racialized 
pleasure and power via the eroticization of racism and what I term 
racial-sexual alterity. As I explicate in chapter 2, this term synthesizes 
the simultaneity of racial and sexual difference in the performance of 
black female sexuality—a difference that pornography and BDSM reveal 
to be profoundly tentative. The Color of Kink intersects with historical 
and recent public debates regarding black women’s controversial 
practice of race play. I argue that race play unsettles the dichotomies 
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of transgression/compliance, subversion/reproduction, mind/body, and 
fantasy/reality that buttress BDSM. This chapter unveils performances 
of black female sexual domination and submission in BDSM as critical 
modes for and of black women’s pleasure, power, and agency. 

Chapter 2, “Pornography’s Play(ing) of Race,” reads black women’s 
diverse performance of race play in contemporary American 
pornography, focusing on three sites of analysis. First, I discuss the 
performance of black female/white male humiliation in the BDSM 
femdom website of a veteran black female performer/pornographer, 
Vanessa Blue, arguing that race is a critical technology of interracial 
BDSM pornography. Next, I read a performance of black female 
submission staged as a historical reenactment of chattel slavery in hard- 
core mainstream race-play pornography. This type of pornography 
evinces the hold this history maintains over our erotic imaginary. 
Then, I turn to amateur Internet race-play pornography to analyze 
queer race-play performance in porn. Personal interviews with a 
producer inform a more comprehensive reading of the work and shed 
light on the dynamics of amateur race-play pornography production. 
From amateur to high budget, mainstream to margins, and across 
the shifting racial and gender dynamics of production and positions 
of domination and submission, pornographic performances of race 
play exhibit an unfaltering racial hyperbole and eroticization of black 
female racial-sexual alterity and its anxiety. Though I demonstrate the 
salience of race play in the pornographic imaginary, I analyze race play 
as a comprehensive performance with a more universal sociocultural 
currency and relevance. Far from being a liminal sexual practice, race 
play delineates the performance of racialized sexuality more generally. 
Thus, this chapter reveals that another critical tension in race play is the 
tension between the quotidian and the spectacular, the pornographic 
and the mainstream. 

Turning my analysis toward the adult entertainment industry 
niche of interracial pornography, chapter 3, “Interracial Iterations and 
Internet In(ter)ventions, continues the discussion of (inter)racial 
aggression in pornography. I argue that BDSM becomes a critical lens 
for elucidating the dynamics of racialized shame, humiliation, and 
pleasure that undergird interracial pornography, a profitable genre 
of commercial American pornography that is deeply invested in the 


26 | INTRODUCTION 


miscegenation taboo. The lens of BDSM enacts a critical queering of 
interracial “heterosexual” pornography in order to read across the 
gendered and racialized subject positions of pleasure, power, and desire 
and to analyze homoerotic desire, pleasure, and anxiety as working 
in tandem with the genre’s eroticization of racial-sexual alterity. I 
discuss pornography as a historic site of racial-sexual revenge—a 
contemporary staging of racialized sexualized violence in which the 
retaliatory rhetoric of interracial aggression is enacted. Though I focus 
on contemporary Internet pornography, this chapter reads across the 
convergent pornography landscape—the stag genre, the golden age, and 
the video age—to provide a contextual frame for reading performances 
of black-white interracial intimacy in pornography and tracing the black 
female body as an ambivalent site of absence and presence in the genre. 
This chapter concludes with an exploration of how a contemporary 
black queer feminist pornographer uses new media to intervene in 
heteronormative, hegemonic representations of the black female body 
and interrupt long-standing pornographic scripts of black female 
sexuality in pornography. 

Finally, in chapter 4, “Techno-Kink: Fucking Machines and Racial- 
ized Technologies of Desire,” I interrogate the simultaneity of the “tech- 
nologies” of sexuality, race, gender, pleasure, and visuality. Focusing 
my analysis on one popular contemporary U.S. hard-core BDSM por- 
nography website, kink.com, and its use of so-called fucking machines 
(mechanized phallic devices), I analyze performances of racialized sexu- 
ality staged through multimodal intimate points of encounter—between 
human and machine; black and white; “man,” “woman,” and cyborg; self 
and other. I argue that such places are rich sites for reading the col- 
laborative laboring of technologies—sexuality, race, gender, pleasure, 
and visuality—as they delineate the material and symbolic ontological 
boundaries of the black female body and black women’s erotic subjectiv- 
ity. While the machines most explicitly labor as technologies of pleasure, 
they also operate as technologies of race that reveal race as a technol- 
ogy. I read the fucking-machine performances as imbricated technolo- 
gies of racialization, sexualization, gendering, visuality, and pleasure in 
the context of theories of race and/as technology and “new media” dis- 
courses of race in cyberspace. Fuckingmachines.com exhibits complex 
technologies of racialization performed at multiple, overlapping sites: 
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machines, performers, and spectators. These obscene machines effect a 
powerful oscillation that animates the fantastic slippage between plea- 
sure and pain that characterizes BDSM. Illuminating the racialized and 
gendered corporealization of sex and sexual pleasure, these fucking ma- 
chines and their sexual performances reveal the interlocking systems of 
race, gender, and sexuality as not only mechanized but also as mecha- 
nisms of power. 

Together these chapters increase our understanding of the relation- 
ship between sex, race, and the politics of pleasure. I use BDSM as a site 
for exploring broader questions of the relationship between perversion 
and the queer margins and possibilities of black female sexual desires 
and practices. Just as Building Me a Home portrays a queer rendering 
of black female sexuality that engages the black female body’s contested 
visibility in this space, the Color of Kink reveals the ways that BDSM un- 
veils the queerness of blackness and blackness unearths the queerness of 
BDSM. This study explores how racialized fantasies of abjection, power, 
and pleasure are not just essential to BDSM practices and their repre- 
sentation in contemporary American pornography, they are also vital in 
shaping the experiences of racialized sexuality, particularly black female 
sexuality. Racialized BDSM play is a critical site for reinvigorating de- 
bates about pleasure, domination, and perversion and a paradigmatic 
mode of black female erotic subjectivity 
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The Dark Side of Desire 
Racial-Sexual Alterity and the Play of Race 


I have been the meaning of rape 

I have been the problem everyone seeks to 

eliminate by forced 

penetrations with or without the evidence of slime and/ 
but let this be unmistakable in this poem 

is not consent I do not consent 

—June Jordant 


Sketching the Negress 


While June Jordan speaks the unspeakable, black female visual artist 
Kara Walker helps us both see the unspeakable and consider how this 
ineffability becomes strategically evoked and used by those we might 
not expect to articulate such utterances. In her art Walker actively 
engages the subject of sexual violence and the black female body.” Her 
signature black cutout silhouettes, at once mythical, grotesque, erotic, 
and alarming, function as shadows of the past that evoke the history 
of sexual violence against black women. Walker’s subject matter, style, 
media, and even reception have generated much controversy and cri- 
tique from the art world and beyond. Fellow African American female 
artist Betye Saar’s epistolary censure of Walker’s work is one of many 
critiques black artists have made of Walker's provocative art, largely on 
the grounds that it replicates “derogatory” stereotypical images of black 
people, uses racial caricatures, and depicts black abjection.* Beyond 
the images themselves, Saar and others objected to the eager reception, 
indeed “raves,” such imagery generated within majority-white systems 
of patronage, such as galleries, museums, curators, collectors, and crit- 
ics.* Prominent black cultural figures such as Henry Louis Gates Jr. 
expressed support for Walker’s work. Viewing her art as a critique rather 
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than a rehabilitation of stereotypes, Gates, (re)citing his own theory of 
signifying, slammed Walker’s detractors for their failure to recognize a 
pomo parody when they see it. Similarly, in her recent incisive analysis 
of Walker’s schismatic trading in “monstrous intimacies,’ the racialized, 
sexualized violence of slavery, Christina Sharpe contends that Walker’s 
“work is not simply the recycling of stereotypes.’® Rather, it emblema- 
tizes the constitutivity of this repetition for black female sexuality and 
subjectivity—the “signifying power of slavery” in the present, “a violent 
past that it not yet past?” 

If the questions of the stereotype, racist imagery, and its critical 
reception in black art were compelling, it was because the stereotype 
is a preferred medium for many black artists—Ellen Gallagher, Gary 
Simmons, Fred Wilson, Carrie Mae Weems, Betye Saar, and Robert 
Colescott. The seeming deadlock among those who critique Walker's 
art about whether it reproduces or subverts stereotypes resembles the 
conversation surrounding black women’s current practice of race play— 
“the peculiar deed” this chapter explores.* Beyond her use of the racial 
stereotype, Walker’s work centers on an entanglement of race, sex, vio- 
lence, and desire convened in, around, and on the black female body. 
Like black women BDSM practitioners who perform race play, Walker 
forces us to reckon with what happens when such stereotypes are the 
stimulus of sexual fantasy and the conduits of sexual desire and with 
black women’s complicity in this unspeakable pleasure. Walker's work, 
an aesthetic articulation of abjection, and the critical discourse in re- 
sponse to it produce a tension similar to that surrounding black wom- 
ens participation in BDSM: not merely arousal from violent images or 
enacting scenes of racial-sexual aggression, but pleasure from a type 
of violence, steeped in a historical tradition of trauma that forms and 
informs modern black female consciousness, representation, sexuality, 
and subjectivity. 

Like black women BDSMers, in particular those who engage in race 
play, Kara Walker navigates an if not forbidden then certainly con- 
flicted violent topography of gender, race, and sexuality. Walker’s wa- 
tercolor sketch of a young black female slave being doubly penetrated 
serves as a clear example.’ The striking image is part of a series titled 
Negress Notes (Brown Follies) (1996-97). These small paintings—awash 
with sepia, blue, yellow, and sometimes black—are softer in color, line, 
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and aura than her hallmark bold black-white silhouettes yet are none- 
theless searing in subject matter. Similar imagery abounds in her work 
across media and decades. These loaded images do more than “engage 
our pleasure centers; jog our historical memories, and stimulate a col- 
lective unconscious.’° They trip the live wires of memory carried in the 
mind and etched in the flesh. Black women writers such as Hortense 
Spillers and Elizabeth Alexander speak of this idea of corporeal trau- 
matic memory, of trauma that comes to reside in the flesh as forms of 
memory that are reactivated and articulated at moments of collective 
spectatorship.’’’ Kara Walker actively withdraws from this epidermal 
bank. Simultaneously a scathing historical critique of our nation’s public 
consumption of the black female body in pain and a spectacle of this 
same pain for public consumption, Walker’s work offers an optimum 
entrance point for this chapter. 


The Evidence of Slime Not Seen 


A form of slime itself, slavery remains an active stage for the produc- 
tion of black female sexuality and its representations.’ The impact of 
chattel slavery and the pervasive rape of black female slaves on modern 
constructions and representations of black women has been well theo- 
rized, in particular by a number of black feminist scholars and historians 
who have ruptured what Darlene Clark Hine terms “the culture of dis- 
semblance,” the politics of silence shrouding expressions of black female 
sexuality.’* While the antebellum legacy of sexual violence on black 
female subjectivity and on representations of the black female body is 
substantive, how black women deliberately use the shadows of slavery 
and engage antebellum sexual politics—aesthetically, rhetorically, and 
symbolically—in the delivery and/or receiving of sexual pleasure has 
not been adequately considered."* I am interested in how the evidence 
of slime—a staining sludge of pain and violence—becomes a lubricant 
to stimulate sexual fantasies, heighten sexual desire, and provide access 
to sexual rapture. 

In this chapter I explore how black women negotiate a complex and 
contradictory world of pain, pleasure, and power in their performances 
in the fetish realm of BDSM. Situating my analysis in the context of the 
controversial praxis of race play, I argue that BDSM is a critical site from 
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which to reimagine the formative links between black female sexuality 
and violence. Race play is a BDSM practice that explicitly uses race to 
script power exchange and the dynamics of domination and submission. 
Most commonly an interracial erotic play, race play uses racism as a 
tool of practice, often involving the exchange of racist language, role 
play, and the construction of scenes of racial degradation. As I reveal 
here, race play is deeply controversial and contradictory within BDSM 
communities and beyond. Informed by statements of black women 
BDSMers about their varied lived experiences with race play, I explore 
the myriad tensions that animate the practice and its discourse. 

I begin with a brief section that frames black women practitioners of 
BDSM as in conversation with the still-vigorous feminist dialogues sur- 
rounding sexuality, violence, and BDSM. Here I am interested in sketch- 
ing the unique theoretical and practical challenges of the unspeakable 
pleasures of racial subordination and domination that BDSM presents 
to black women. I contextualize important debates regarding BDSM’s 
eroticization of race against those of its equally contentious eroticiza- 
tion of Nazism and fascism. Finally, I examine race play as a particu- 
larly problematic yet powerful BDSM practice for black women that 
highlights the contradictory dynamics of racialized pleasure and power 
through eroticizing racism and racial-sexual alterity. Women experience 
the practice in a variety of ways. Assembling these heterogeneous voices, 
I aim to destigmatize black women’s non-“normative” sexual practices. 

I use the term “racial-sexual alterity” to describe the perceived en- 
tangled racial and sexual otherness that characterizes the lived experi- 
ence of black womanhood. Historically, this alterity has been produced 
(pseudo) scientifically, theoretically, and aesthetically, and it has been 
inscribed corporeally as well as psychically. The term speaks to the 
imbrication—the mutually constitutive nature—of racialization and sex- 
ualization in the construction of black femininity. Racial-sexual alterity 
signifies the ways black womanhood is constituted, but not produced 
solely, through a dynamic invention of racial and sexual otherness. It 
does not signify a fixed core. Rather, it expresses the importance of both 
race and sexuality as complex social constructions that are imposed on 
and enacted by the black female body. It designates a particular, though 
neither static nor essential, sociocultural experience of subjectivity—one 
in which sexual categories of difference are always linked to systems of 


34 | THE DARK SIDE OF DESIRE 


power and social hierarchies. As I argue throughout this book and as 
pornography makes clear, such otherness is highly ambivalent, oscil- 
lating between threat and necessity, desire and derision, sameness and 
otherness. 

Performances of black female sexual aggression, domination, humili- 
ation, and submission in BDSM are critical modes for and of black wom- 
en's pleasure, power, and agency. Drawing from textual analysis, archival 
research, and interviews, I reveal how violence for black female per- 
formers in BDSM becomes not just a vehicle of intense pleasure but also 
a mode of accessing and critiquing power. This work is engaged in de- 
constructing the “culture of dissemblance” and opening up the dialogue 
surrounding black women’s diverse sexuality.’* The voices showcased 
here do more than merely de-silence those of marginalized sexualities 
or instantiate the discursive production of sexuality, they also constitute 
the foundation of my claim that race is central to an understanding of 
BDSM and that BDSM serves as a critical paradigm for racialized sexu- 
ality. I use these voices to articulate BDSM as a mode of speaking the 
unspeakable in black female sexuality. Not heeding the “don't go there” 
attitude that often quashes discussions of black women, sexual violence, 
and sexual pleasure, this chapter follows the unorthodox lead of its sub- 
jects and is invested in a type of work that is aligned with what Hortense 


Spillers might call “the retrieval of mutilated bodies.”*® 


Negresses Divided: Introducing the BDSM Debate 


A consideration of black women’s performances in BDSM necessitates 
an inquiry into the important feminist debates that such research revis- 
its and reignites. The perspectives of two queer black women writers 
on BDSM set up the debate about specifically what is at stake for black 
women. Audre Lorde and Tina Portillo, critical and pioneering voices 
in black feminist sexual politics, present polarized views on the issue of 
BDSM, reflecting the enduring binaries that frame the practice. Their 
voices contest the notion that black queer womanhood was periph- 
eral in the early feminist debates about BDSM, signaling the racialized 
stakes that continue to frame the practice and how the legacies of black 
female sexual violence pervade black women’s negotiation of BDSM. For 
Lorde BDSM is not divorced from but rather operates in tandem with 
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social, cultural, economic, and political patterns of domination and sub- 
mission. She argues that BDSM perpetuates the inevitability of social 
domination and subordination, 


Sadomasochism is an institutionalized celebration of dominant/subor- 
dinate relationships. And, it prepares us to either accept subordination 
or dominance. Even in play, to affirm that the exertion of power over 
powerlessness is erotic, is empowering, is to set the emotional and so- 
cial stage for the continuation of that relationship, politically, socially and 
economically.*” 


Lorde’s conceptualization of BDSM echoes that of American sexologist 
Paul H. Gebhard, who posits that “sadomasochism is embedded in our 
culture since our culture operates on the basis of dominance-submission 
relationships and aggression is socially valued?’’* Lorde contends that 
the same problematic “linkage of passion to dominance/subordination” 
undergirds both BDSM and pornography.” 

In her radical black feminist conceptualization of the erotic as a “life 
force of women,’ Lorde imagines the erotic as not necessarily sexual, 
but “a considered source of power and information,” “a resource” of 
“nonrational knowledge” located within a “deeply female and spiritual 
plane??? However, she argues because the erotic has been suppressed by 
a hetero-patriarchal power, it “has often been misnamed by men and 
used against women”? Her erotic, gendered as woman's autonomy and 
power, is antithetical to the pornographic, which she sees as a disavowal 
of erotic power and a “suppression of true feeling?” This view of the 
erotic further complicates the already conflicted territory between black 
feminism and pornography. Citing pornography as a “direct denial of 
the power of the erotic,’ Lorde’s “Uses of the Erotic” sets the stage for a 
black feminist critique of pornography, conceptualized as a monolithic 
cultural entity, that closes off critical consideration of pornography’s 
erotic potential.”* 

Though Lorde’s critique of BDSM is not necessarily propelled by 
black women’s unique location within the practice—for Lorde BDSM 
is a problem for everyone—her understanding of difference as “the 
prototypical justification of all relationships of oppression” clearly in- 
forms her critique, as it does her later exegesis of the erotic itself.” 
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Difference, specifically “the learned intolerance of differences,” is a 
technique of hierarchical power that Lorde argues must be radically en- 
visioned outside a “superior/inferior mold” as a way to bring women to- 
gether, not keep them apart.” Still, her identification as a black woman 
who is intimately aware of difference amplifies her firm anti-BDSM po- 
sition. She states, “As a minority woman, I know dominance and sub- 
ordination are not bedroom issues. In the same way rape is not about 
sex, s/m is not about sex but about how we use power”?! Lorde’s writing 
conveys the ways BDSM becomes an especially stigmatized sexual prac- 
tice for black women. 

In contrast, black female BDSM practitioner and writer Tina Portillo 
celebrates her “sadomasochistic soul,’ an identity that she does not see 
as at odds with her claiming of black womanhood.” Portillo is aware 
of what she terms the “politically incorrect” nature of black female bot- 
toms playing with white tops. She writes, “As for S/M being politically 
incorrect, especially for me as a Black woman who plays with white tops 
(occasionally a white male top), people say that because of history I 
shouldn't be enjoying this, let alone wanting it”? Nevertheless, despite 
the “history” of violence and imbalanced power relations between white 
and black, specifically white men’s sexual domination of black women, 
she attains sexual pleasure through BDSM narratives that recite these 
historical scripts. In contrast to Lorde, Portillo names pleasure and de- 
sire in distinctly different terms: “If someone desires a scenario such as 
plantation slave and master or cowboy and Indian, as long as it is mutual 
and done in a loving spirit that’s all that matters and all I care about?” 
For Portillo, mutually consensual pleasure in the moment is what mat- 
ters, regardless of whether that rapture is linked to the internalization 
and/or perpetuation (consciously, unconsciously, or subconsciously) of 
oppressive white heteropatriarchal supremacist structures and values 
(past, present, and future). As I discuss later, similar notions of pleasure 
resonate in the current dialogues animating black women’s involvement 
in BDSM, specifically race play. 

The divergence between Lorde and Portillo’s conceptualizations of 
BDSM becomes a productive space in which this chapter intervenes. 
That is, how might performances of BDSM function not, as Lorde 
states, as a “celebration” or “continuation” of dominant/subordinate 
relationships but as an interruptive critique that evinces the utter per- 
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formativity of such relationships? How can rituals of domination and 
subordination in BDSM reveal such positions as not necessarily unstable 
but rather as unnatural, socially constructed, continually re(produced), 
and hence possibly deconstructed and reconstructed? How do we ac- 
knowledge what matters—the historical, social, and political contexts 
that script slave/master and Indian/cowboy scenarios while accessing 
pleasure in their staging? Finally, how can we push beyond the subver- 
sion/reproduction binary framing of such inquiries to see black wom- 
ens performance in BDSM as more than an either/or articulation of 
power to challenge, as Margot Weiss writes, “a political reading of SM 
as a formal dichotomy between transgression and reification of social 
hierarchies,” and how can we instead see it as one that makes possible 
multiple, shifting, contextual, and simultaneously conflicting concep- 
tualizations of the practice?” Though dated, Lorde and Portillo's voices 
remain relevant; they express not only active philosophical and ethical 
concerns about black women’s engagement with BDSM but also a criti- 
cal discourse about black female sexual politics. Beyond encapsulating 
the vibrant BDSM debate, Lorde and Portillo speak to broader issues of 
black female sexual autonomy and agency; the self- and other policing 
of black female sexuality; the complicated dynamics of black women’s 
pleasure, power, and violence; and the historically contentious relation- 
ship of black feminism to nontraditional, nonconservative, and often 
nonheteronormative practices of black female sexuality (such as BDSM 
and pornography). Audible in their commentary are the larger feminist 
debates of the so-called sex wars of the 1970s and 1980s that surround 
BDSM and its recitation of historical violence and patriarchy. 

During that time there was an active debate concerning BDSM (then 
it was typically referred to as S & M). Groups such as SAMOIS repre- 
sented one side of what has been problematically framed as an entirely 
dichotomous argument.” Formed in the late 1970s, SAMOIS, a small 
San Francisco-based collective of lesbian feminist BDSM practitioners, 
contended that BDSM was not antithetical to being a lesbian or a femi- 
nist.** They argued that BDSM was a productive and pleasurable sexual 
expression, offering a critique of heteropatriarchy and its naturalization 
of gendered hierarchies of power that saw men as dominant, violent, 
and aggressive and women as submissive, passive, and nonviolent.*? 
Opponents of BDSM did not view it as way to theorize gendered and 
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sexualized power outside the rigid binary of male/female relationships. 
Instead, they claimed that it replicated patriarchal, heterosexist modes 
of oppression and sexuality. In particular, BDSM among lesbians chal- 
lenged the authority of heterosexuality and was, as Sheila Jeffreys ar- 
gued, a form of “lesbian heresy”** 

Feminist women of color in particular took offense to the fact that 
SAMOIS proclaimed themselves an “oppressed sexual minority” and to 
their attempt to align politically with Third World oppression and the 
oppression of minorities in the United States. Many felt that this claim 
mocked the lived realities of women of color. In an interview published 
in Against Sadomasochism (1982), Karen Sims and Rose Mason exposed 
what they saw as racism and privilege among BDSM practitioners. Sims 
in particular objected to BDSM’s erotic ritualization of the master/slave 
dialectic while Rose communicated what she viewed as BDSM promot- 
ers’ exploitation of the minority identity, particularly in the face of her 
struggles daily against oppression as a black lesbian in the white major- 
ity of the women’s movement.”® Ironically, though they began with the 
premise that BDSM is a “white womans issue,” the interview brought 
race to the forefront of both the BDSM debate and the second-wave 
feminist movement in the United States.*° 

Like Lorde, Alice Walker evaluates BDSM as a detrimental erotici- 
zation of dominance and submission that runs the risk of trivializing 
the history of black women’s actual enslavement and falsely perpetuat- 
ing black women’s contentment with and consent to such captivity. In a 
story entitled “A Letter of the Times, or Should This Sado-Masochism 
Be Saved?” Walker, writing as the character Susan Marie, a black fe- 
male teacher, describes her horror at watching a television report on the 
phenomenon of BDSM featuring a black and white interracial lesbian 
couple, mistress and slave.*” The image wreaks havoc on her personally 
and on her efforts, as a black feminist scholar, to teach about the condi- 
tions of black female enslavement: 


All I had been teaching was subverted by that one image, and I was in- 
censed to think of the hard struggle of my students to rid themselves of 
stereotype, to combat prejudice, to put themselves into enslaved women’s 
skins, and then to see their struggle mocked, and the actual enslaved con- 
dition of literally millions of our mothers trivialized—because two igno- 
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rant women insisted on their right to act out publically a “fantasy” that 
still strikes terror in black women’s hearts.** 


In the clip the black female “slave” dons a chain around her neck for 
which her white mistress possesses the key. The black woman sub is fur- 
ther disciplined by the power of speech—the force of silence.*” Walker 
asserts, “Regardless of the ‘slave’ on television, black women do not want 
to be slaves. They never wanted to be slaves.’*° Repudiating the pos- 
sibility of the enslaved black women’s consent and desire, Walker is in 
opposition to Kara Walker, whose infamous inflammatory remark that 
“all black people in America want to be slaves just a little bit” invokes the 
unspeakable pleasures of black women’s submission.*” 

Alice Walker interprets the image as a devastating reenactment of 
black female sexual vulnerability during chattel slavery.“ Ironically, in 
the story, she uses precisely this “image” of enslavement to teach her 
students to reject racist stereotypes, challenge notions of consent, and 
renounce myths of black female slave passivity.“ In order to “teach [her] 
students what it felt like to be captured and enslaved,’ each “student was 
required to imagine herself a ‘slave; a mistress or a master, and to come 
to terms, in imagination and feeling, with what it meant: "44 This exercise 
requires the same “playing” of race that Walker denounces in BDSM. 
The complex divergence in intent, reception, (re)contextualization, and 
meaning of both enactments of black female enslavement—one seem- 
ingly motivated by didactic enlightenment (perhaps even empathy) and 
the other by carnal pleasures—gestures to the political stakes in black 
women’s harnessing of such histories. Her exegesis of the scene illus- 
trates how, as Anne McClintock argues, the material appendages of 
BDSM fetish role playing carry the vestiges of chattel slavery itself. For 
McClintock, “the fetish slave-band, mimicking the metal collars worn 
by Black slaves in the homes of the imperial bourgeoisie, enacts the his- 
tory of industrial capital as haunted by the traumatic and ineradicable 
memory of slave imperialism.’*” The women’s voices I marshal here ex- 
pose how the rich historical symbolic capital of the BDSM “slave” fan- 
tasy maintains not just a deeply erotic currency but also the power to 
induce disgust. 

Isaac Julien identifies this ambivalence in the icon of the slave band, 
a BDSM accessory that symbolizes our erotic fettering to slavery. Not- 
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ing BDSM’s fetishistic appropriation, indeed transformation, of col- 
lars, whips, and chains heisted from a colonial repertoire, Julien calls 
for a queer reading of this kind of recontextualization that recognizes 
the “unspeakable masochistic desire for sexual domination” and black 
queer consent. He insists that “surely in this postcolonial moment, black 
queers should have the choice of acting out the roles of ‘slaves’ or ‘mas- 
ters in the realm of desire and sexual fantasy.’*° For Julien, such a queer 
reading challenges “the popular “black; ‘straight’ reading that tries to 
use the signs of s/m (whips and chains) for a neo-colonial racist/sexual 
practice [a]s an attempt to ‘fix’ these images in time, perpetuating white 
power and domination. It is thus reductionist, a misreading of the ‘the- 
atre of s/m based on politically correct notions of sexual practices from 
a work devoid of fantasy.’*’ Julien’s short film The Attendant (1993) per- 
forms this queer reading. It is the story of a black gay male museum 
attendant in a BDSM encounter with a white male patron inside the 
gallery against the backdrop of Fran¢ois-Auguste Biard’s abolitionist 
painting Scene on the Coast of Africa (circa 1840), which illustrates the 
brutality of the transatlantic slave trade. The film boldly engages, while 
queering and exposing as queer, the erotic memory of chattel slavery 
as a continued site of production for black queer sexuality. It also uses 
BDSM as an apposite stage for this production. Identifying the power of 
consent and fantasy that I identify as integral to black women's involve- 
ment with race play, Julien speaks to and with these feminist debates 
and to an analogous historical dispute about BDSM’s other unspeakable, 
particularly in the realm of queer sexuality. 


Whips and Chains May . . . but Swastikas Will: BDSM’s 
Embattled Iconicity 


If, to recall McClintock, the fetishized metal slave collar summons the 
“memory of slave imperialism” the “whips chains, racks, shackles, and 
other instruments of torture [that] are our inheritance—passed down 
through history” also evoke the memory of the Holocaust, as many 
feminist scholars have discussed.** While the dialogue about race and 
BDSM was sparse, reflecting both the marginalization of black wom- 
en’s voices in the contemporary feminist discourse of sexual politics 
and the in(visibility) of black women in BDSM communities at the 
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time, conversations about lesbian and gay BDSM and its relationship 
to fascism and Nazism were prevalent. Such dialogues, which more 
often were heated debates in the arena of feminist sexual ethics, reflect 
similar tensions surrounding the historical legacies of violence and the 
entanglement of violence and pleasure in our intimate lives. Concerns 
about BDSM and its reciting of Nazi and fascist imagery, themes, and 
aesthetics inform concerns about black women’s participation in BDSM 
and their eroticization of the history of chattel slavery through BDSM 
performance. Though clearly divergent in terms of the vastly differ- 
ing histories these practices draw from, both similarly mine racialized 
violence and power hierarchies to stage the paradigms of domination 
and submission. The discussions about such practices provide useful 
insight into the underexamined practice of contemporary race play and 
its critical elucidation of black female sexual politics. The complicated 
dynamics of reproduction, subversion, and transgression characterize 
BDSM stagings of slavery, Nazism, and fascism. 


2 


Susan Sontag’s “Fascinating Fascism,” first published in 1975, years 
before the 1980s wave of lesbian feminist critiques of BDSM’s “erotic cult 
of fascism,’ reviewed BDSM’; eroticization of fascistic violence.*” Both a 
critique of the sociocultural “rehabilitation” of German filmmaker Leni 
Reifenstahl and an exploration of fascist aesthetics in the contemporary 
pornographic imagination and BDSM, Sontag’s essay examines the aes- 
thetic and sexual decontextualization of facism, which she considers to 
be kind of a neutralization of it.°° Musing on the enduring presence of 
Hitler’s Schutzstaffel in the erotic imaginary, Sontag credits not just the 
organization’s epic violence and totalitarian power but also its aestheti- 
cism; she sees it as a “supremely violent but also supremely beautiful” 
force.” Beyond the highly subjective “utopian aesthetics” of “physical 
perfection” that Sontag identifies as the source of the intense erotic 
charge of fascism, I am most interested in the sexualization of racialized 
violence that is premised on the eroticized crossing of racial boundaries, 
something Sontag does not explicitly address.*” 

Inspired by Jean Genet, Sontag theorizes a “natural link” between fas- 
cism and BDSM.°* While BDSM, as Sontag and many others have con- 
tended, is a theatrical staging of sexuality, it is also a theatrical enactment 
of race.°* BDSM, specifically race play, is a site that brings into sharp relief 
the complex and often contradictory modes in which racial identities are 
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performatively constructed. Sontag’s much-critiqued article was a pioneer 
in a wave of feminist critiques that condemned the marriage of BDSM and 
fascism, only some of which considered anti-black racism and the paral- 
lels between BDSM’ eroticization of racialized violence in the context of 
both the Holocaust and chattel slavery in the Americas." 

Irene Reti, for example, criticizes BDSM’s co-optation of the “the tech- 
nology and scenarios of both slavery and the Holocaust,” arguing that 
slavery and the Holocaust analogously functioned as exploited erotic 
wellsprings in the making of modern BDSM sexual fantasies.*® For Reti, 
it is not just the “uniform of militarism’—army fatigues, military para- 
phernalia, weaponry, and so forth—but also the “rituals of militarism” 
that have problematically pervaded lesbian BDSM.*’ Linking practices 
such as “excremental assault” (a Nazi tactic of humiliating victims with 
their own feces and that of others) to modern-day accounts of coproph- 
agy in the lesbian BDSM anthology Coming to Power, Reti argues that 
the specific techniques of punishment, discipline, and humiliation used 
in BDSM are directly imported from Nazi practices.** Like Audre Lorde 
and Alice Walker, Reti contends that BDSM reproduces the dynamics of 
violent heteropatriarchy to paint a flawed picture of suffering as redemp- 
tive, romantic, and volitional. She states, “To play masochist in bed is to 
endorse the Nazi picture of reality in which there are sadistic torturers 
who believe their victims enjoy being punished”? 

Susan Griffin offers another scathing critique that includes a cursory 
reference to chattel slavery and the black body. Like Reti, Griffin sees 
parallels between Nazi aesthetics, ideology, and practice and the porno- 
graphic “sadomasochistic mind,” arguing that “in every detail, the con- 
centration camp resembled and enacted pornographic fantasy.’®° But it 
is through the concept of the “racial ideal” that Griffin elicits blackness, 
positing that “the same polarity” of hierarchical human value frames 
the relationship between anti-Semite and Jew and white southern slave 
owner and black slave.°’ Careful to differentiate between the “suffer- 
ings of black people in a racist society [and] Jewish people under anti- 
Semite[s],” Griffin argues that a pornographic, racist, and “chauvinist” 
mind undergirds both oppressions.*” Notwithstanding Griffins firm 
anti-pornography stance and one-dimensional view of pornography as 
“tragedy” (very much reflective of the second-wave feminist campaign 
against pornography at the time), she critically educes the power of the 


THE DARK SIDE OF DESIRE | 43 


miscegenation taboo in our erotic imaginary.°* Race play both reflects 
and perpetuates a “specter of miscegenation.”** 

Many critiques of BDSM’s recital of historical violence focus on the 
iconography of anti-Semitism, specifically the swastika, and its contro- 
versial appropriation in BDSM sexuality. Susan Leigh Star, for example, 
argues that despite the fact that the swastika was already de/re/contextu- 
alized before members of the BDSM community co-opted it, it remains 
inseparable from its association with the Third Reich and death.® For 
Star, among “symbols of whips, dog collars, and ‘slave collars’ and chains, 
the swastika is the most powerful exemplar.®° Because she maintains 
that symbols such as the swastika simply cannot “be amputated from 
their historical and social context,” she rejects the claims of BDSM “ad- 
vocates” that they have recontextualized, indeed resignified, the swastika 
through the parameters of mutual consent, scene, self-determination, 
control, and pleasure.°” 

Of course debates over the swastika’s use in the BDSM community 
were not relegated to lesbian practice, nor was the use of the controver- 
sial symbol itself. Many lesbian objections to the swastika at the time 
viewed the symbol as not only a vexed inheritance from a painful mo- 
ment in history but also as a problematic patrimony of the gay male 
leather community.’ Critiques such as that of writer and activist Arnie 
Kantrowitz, who wonders why “a persistent Germanophilia pervades 
the [gay male] leather subculture,” are as heated as those emanating 
from the lesbian feminist community. While many of the latter were 
steeped in the politics of sexual ethics, Kantrowitz’s consideration of 
the quandary of sexual morality is situated within “the kink ethics” of 
the leather community.”° He believes that the swastika and other Nazi 
aesthetics contravene the core values of “good,” “true” BDSM.” He ac- 
knowledges “the menace of [the] swastika,” its formidable transgressive 
erotic charge, in practices of “bad” BDSM.” Unsure whether or not he 
has “betrayed [his] moral and political values by having sex with a Nazi” 
(a man who has a poster of Hitler on his wall), Kantrowitz avows that 
“politically correct’ sex rarely leads to orgasm”? Perhaps a grim com- 
mentary about the human sexual response cycle, this remark touches 
on the force of taboo in sexual pleasure that is axiomatic within BDSM. 
As such it foreshadows black women’s testimony about their own sexual 
pleasure within the politically incorrect sexual-social scripts of race play. 
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While the critiques of the incorporation of Nazi symbolism, iconog- 
raphy, and narrative were more numerous (and more vociferous) than 
those in defense of such practices, Linda Wayne's essay published in 
SAMOIS’s publication The Second Coming: A Leatherdyke Reader is an 
important rebuttal. Her short, powerful piece functions equally as a cri- 
tique of the feminist censures of lesbian BDSM'’s eroticization of Nazism 
and a narration of the slippages in representation itself. Such slippages, 
Wayne argues, propel subgroups to translate dominant imagery and 
propel history into the present, thereby obscuring hierarchies of power 
and histories of oppression. Wayne writes, “Within such a reductive 
economy of visual self-evidence, it is assumed that, through proximity 
and resemblance, the dominant figuration of evil and subgroup symbol 
are actually the same thing.”* Still, while I recognize the ambiguous po- 
tentiality of signs and the complexity of their signification—something 
semiotic theorists such as Saussure and Peirce have long revealed—I 
think we need to be careful of interpreting, as Wayne does, “dominant” 
imagery such as the swastika and metal slave collars as “empty effig[ies] 
of the past operating in the present? even while we recognize that “it 
is exactly this prior significance of a historically specific dominant 
order that makes the appropriation of these symbols powerful.””® In- 
deed, the debate synthesized here and its audible reincarnation in the 
voices of black women BDSMers showcased later in this chapter attest 
to the richness of such icons. Wayne's analysis prompts us to interro- 
gate the work of representation to as great a degree as we do the sexual 
labors themselves. As Christina Sharpe astutely notes, “The whips and 
chains in slavery do look a lot like the whips and chains in s/m. Playing 
it straight, fixing those images and meanings in time is perhaps less a 
(black) world devoid of fantasy than one in which narrative, fantasy, and 
representation each has a cause-and-effect correlation to material real- 
ity?’° Nudging this matter outside of a moral corral facilitates a critical 
depathologization of those who seek such unspeakable pleasures. How 
might we amplify the theoretical politics of representation in these con- 
versations in a way that does not mute the volume of ethical politics but 
instead tunes the debate? 

Pat Califia, a primary advocate in the U.S. lesbian sadomasoch- 
ism movement, situates BDSM’s eroticization of racial difference and 
power under the rubric of satire, arguing that “SM is more a parody 
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of the hidden nature of fascism than it is a worship of or acquiescence 
to it?” Califia, like many BDSM practitioners, claims the debate is 
misinformed—that BDSM has been decontextualized from its spheres 
of practice.’* This decontextualization is one, according to Califia, that 
moves BDSM out of the realm of fantasy in which it is situated for many 
practitioners. In addition, as I argue here, we need to listen to women 
articulate their own sexual practices and narrate their individual sexual 
desires, motivations, and experiences. There is a core of fantasy, ritual, 
and play that epitomizes the practice and its representation. BDSM 
“players,” as some identify, are engaged in a volitional erotic relationship 
involving role play, power exchange, and the often-elaborate staging of 
“scenes.” Narratives, which are typically scripted by each player, direct 
these consensual scenes or encounters. 

While Lorde and Walker question whether black women can indeed 
consent to racialized sexual play, black women BDSMers suggest that 
this consent is not only possible but also pleasurable and affectively em- 
powering. Amplifying the complexity of sexual consent itself, race play 
evidences what Biman Basu calls the “crucial but constrained” nature 
of consent within BDSM sexuality.”” Basu, who analyzes the vexed but 
vital relationship between domination, submission, and desire that ani- 
mates the slave and neoslave narrative, conveys how these “texts” evince 
“the ambiguity of consent and represent the nuances of (non)consensual 
desire. They remind us that consent everywhere is constrained in both 
libidinal and political economies.”*° The dynamics of domination and 
submission, particularly when stratified by the processes of racializa- 
tion, disrupt understandings and enactments of an already complicated 
sexual consent.*? 

BDSM highlights the moral compass of the slippery, often neolib- 
eral, politics of consent and its operation as a mode of validating, le- 
galizing, and hierarchizing sexuality. Gayle Rubin has exposed how 
consent becomes a valuable conceptual tool in revealing the oppressive 
cultural, social, political, and legal regimes of sexuality. Problematizing 
the discursive political rhetoric of consent, Rubin argues that feminist 
critiques of sexual consent are misdirected.’ Instead of focusing on the 
social structures and institutions that constrain or even negate consent, 
she urges us to recognize the power of consent, or lack thereof, in laws 
and practices regarding sex. In the modern Western system of legal and 
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extralegal imposition of sex, consent collapses, failing to protect those 
at the bottom of the “erotic pyramid,” sexual minorities and “perverts” 
whose sexual acts, such as sodomy or BDSM, cannot be understood as 
autonomous but rather as further substantiation of a kind of inherent 
lechery.** Consent is not a universal principle; it does not have the same 
valence for everyone. We must be cautious about adopting consent as 
our primary determinant of sexual freedom because it often buttresses 
normative sexualities and sexual hierarchies. 

In Rubin’s critical lineage, scholars have interrogated the role of con- 
sent as a tool of power, reflecting and reinforcing sexual hierarchies. Yet 
as I demonstrate here, black female sexuality and the legacy of black 
female sexual violence complicates notions of consent and the already 
complex dynamics of power surrounding consent. In his analysis of the 
relationship between consent and marginalized sexuality, Joseph Fischel 
offers a trenchant critique that demonstrates how sexual consent func- 
tions as a political tool of morality and state regulation, manipulation, 
policing, and violence that can actually impede sexual justice.** Regina 
v. Brown (1993), the so-called Spanner case, in which a group of gay men 
were convicted for bodily injury incurred during consensual BDSM, 
serves as a stellar example of how consent collapses under the coercive 
power of state law (and its ideological underpinnings) in the context of 
BDSM and homosexual sex acts.** With the exception of rape law, Rubin 
argues, sex law has not distinguished historically between consensual 
and coercive sexual practice. While she fails to theoretically take rape 
law to task for its categorical failure to protect enslaved black women (on 
the contrary, rape law reflected the state’s economic and political inter- 
est in their sexuality), she problematizes the discourse of consent and 
its legal privilege.*° The June Jordan poem in the epigraph articulates 
the importance of consent in relationship to black female sexuality, long 
an extralegal site in U.S. history. While BDSM reinforces how consent 
maintains an ambivalent, nonetheless vital, space within our sexual re- 
gime, race further enriches our critical consideration of the value and 
limitations of sexual consent. 

Black female sexuality raises the theoretical stakes of both consent 
and its praxis. Desire and consent encode the history of violent domina- 
tion, or that which consent may conceal.*’ But consent, as black women 
BDSMers articulate, can also operate to reveal histories of violent domi- 
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nation. Christina Sharpe’s stunning recent study of the enduring sexual 
horrors and pleasures—the “monstrous intimacies”—of chattel slavery 
that continue to mold the postslavery subject illuminates the profound 
ambivalence of sexual consent. While Sharpe questions the possibility 
of sexual consent for the enslaved—“as much as an enslaved person can 
be said to participate in nonconsensual sexual acts’—she confronts this 
fraught subject and its continuing relevance as conflicted territory for 
postslavery subjects.** Sharpe engages with the enslaved subject’s sexual 
desire, arguing that indeed, as black women who perform race play also 
express, “sadomasochistic desire might be a place from which to exer- 
cise power and to exorcise it through the repetition of particular power 
relations.”*’ She argues that in the murky realm of sexual ethics, “the 
distinction between public good and private harm and the effects of vio- 
lence in these supposedly distinct realms is maintained by erasing the 
ways that in be(com)ing a subject one is called on continually to consent 
to violence?” Mirroring the complexity of the multitude of binaries that 
characterize BDSM, consent is rarely ever a simple yes/no binary. 
Reflecting the abiding motto of the kink community, SSC (safe sane 
consensual) and its more recent permutation, RACK (risk aware con- 
sensual kink), consent operates as a principal feature of BDSM prac- 
tice.’ The binary between consensual and nonconsensual becomes 
another slippery slope in the terrain of BDSM. While Staci Newmahr 
notes that consent serves to distinguish BDSM from nonconsensual, im- 
moral, and even criminal acts of violence; internally police the dynamics 
of play; and act as a “conceptual tool for achieving understanding and 
acceptance” for members of the BDSM community, Melanie A. Beres 
problematizes the function of consent as “an agent of moral transforma- 
tion” because of the ways it assumes a coercive understanding of sex- 
ual relations and the ambiguity, subjectivity, and hegemony of a moral 
framework that it presumably alters.” Yet what kinds of violence might 
the construct of consent and its neoliberal rendering not only obfuscate 
but also effect? Weiss problematizes the dichotomy between consensual 
and nonconsensual, arguing that in “requiring nonconsensual social in- 
equality and power differentials for erotic charge, but also the fantasy of 
a subject free to choose and perform in such scenes without social con- 
sequence, SM’s unstable and ambivalent relations between consent and 
nonconsent highlight social tensions between agency and coercion.””’ 
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Consent in BDSM paradoxically performs a certain rhetorical, if not 
also symbolic, violence. In the Western neoliberal imagination, consent 
simultaneously obscures the violence from which it seeks to detach it- 
self. The severing of fantasy from reality that consent implies can ob- 
scure, recode, or even excuse certain types of violence, and thus consent 
can itself, paradoxically, constitute a form of violence. 

Consent is thus an important part of BDSM’s artful negotiation of 
the mercurial divide between fantasy and reality that is so salient to race 
play. This disconnect has been challenged by critics of BDSM such as 
Judith Butler who argues that consent can serve to obviate personal re- 
sponsibility in and for our sexual fantasies and practices while “exag- 
gerating the autonomy and intelligence of desire” itself.” For critics and 
proponents of BDSM, the fantasy/reality binary is problematic.” Race 
play reveals the profound paradox of this enduring fantasy/reality dia- 
lectic: even as these practices recite, indeed require “real, shared world” 
historical and political references, such play can be imagined, enacted, 
and narrated as pure fantasy.”° This is a profound tension at the heart 
of race play. 

The rhetoric of fantasy and play ought not to belie the seriousness of 
the practice. BDSM is an organized, structured, and trained practice for 
those who are earnestly devoted to it as not only a practice but often also 
as a lifestyle. BDSM scholarship confirms the diversity of the practice, 
the salience of power exchange, and the engendering of sexual pleasure 
as key motivations for practicing BDSM.” This important work has 
forged an understanding of the misunderstood “subculture” of BDSM 
and detached it from its roots in psychopathology, as studied by sex- 
ologists such as German psychiatrist Richard von Krafft-Ebing in his 
seminal text Psychopathia Sexualis (1886) and later by Freud, Havelock 
Ellis, Paul Gebhard, and others. Still, BDSM remains tainted as a psy- 
chosexual pathology despite its recent reform in the DSM-s5 as a para- 
philia with no “sufficient condition for having a paraphilic disorder”; 
that is, no necessarily diagnosable mental illness.”* 

However, BDSM remains a marginalized sexual practice, and its ab- 
errance is compounded by race. Though condemnatory, the dialogue 
black feminist writers such as Audre Lorde and Alice Walker began 
in the early 1980s about BDSM is one that brought race into the fore- 
ground and needs to be revisited in the context of black women’s diverse 
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modern-day enactment of BDSM. Recent literature exploring BDSM 
maintains a tradition of white hegemony and marginalization of the 
voices of people of color.’ Black women’s experience with the practice 
remains undertheorized. Both Staci Newmahr and Margot Weiss mo- 
bilize iterations of what I call the racial caveat: a polite jettisoning of 
race in order to refer to or theorize it in its absence."°° Citing the rarity 
of people of color in the BDSM community she studied and the need 
to protect their privacy, Newmahr regrets that she “was not able to be 
as inclusive as [she] would have liked” with respect to race and sexual 
orientation.’®’ She writes, “I make no mention at all of respondents’ 
race or ethnicity anywhere in this book, because people of color are so 
underrepresented in the community that to do otherwise would itself 
constitute a breach of confidentiality” °* Unlike Newmahr, Weiss main- 
tains an interest in race and engages in an illuminative discussion of 
the racial dynamics of BDSM and white privilege that mark the BDSM 
community. However, she experiences similar obstacles: “Although ra- 
cial dynamics within the SM community were a central interest for me, 
and I made an effort to interview nonwhite practitioners, the vast ma- 
jority of my interviews were white.”’°’ In these studies, the black body 
is paradoxically evoked as a site of disappearance. While their racial 
caveats affirm these scholars’ investment in methodological soundness 
and their interest in undertaking comprehensive, intersectional analysis, 
they perform a kind of rhetorical expunction that translates into a vio- 
lent, albeit familiar, act of racial disavowal. Mobilizing the diverse voices 
of black women BDSMers reveals how BDSM becomes an effective tool 
in destabilizing articulations of black female sexuality that are anchored 
in the tenacious ground of degradation, disempowerment, exploitation, 
normativity, oppression, policing, and silence. Listening to these voices 
is an important step in moving us toward an urgently needed depatholo- 
gization of black female sexual practices, such as race play, that perform 
a fantasy of racialized abjection. 


All Fun and Games? Black Women’s Performance of Race Play 


Outspoken race play practitioner Mollena Williams, aka The Perverted 
Negress, was Ms. San Francisco Leather 2009 and International Ms. 
Leather 2010. She is also a BDSM educator and writer who identifies 


50 | THE DARK SIDE OF DESIRE 


race play as a form of BDSM play that “openly embraces and explores 
the (either ‘real’ or assumed’) racial identity of the players,” often using 
racism as a primary mode of titillation.” Williams's nom de plume, 
The Perverted Negress, recalls Kara Walker’s fantastic alter ego, the 
Negress. The two women share more than a name: both dare to publi- 
cally navigate the schismatic terrain of pleasure and racism. According 
to Williams, “Race play can include the fetishization of a specific racial 
feature (skin color, hair texture, facial features, etc.)[,] it might incorpo- 
rate an assumption of supremacy based on race, and it sometimes even 
delves into troubling aspects of bigotry and privilege manifested in base 
racial slurs and exploitative scenarios”™? Also referred to as “slave play, 
“nigger play,’ or “cultural trauma play,’ race play typically uses racist epi- 
thets, role playing, scenes (for example, the antebellum slave auction), 
tools, and props that stage and eroticize racial difference and histories 
of racialized exploitation. Scott Daddy, a columnist for Edge Magazine, 
defines race play as “erotic play that explores power exchange within 
the dynamics of cultural, ethnic, socio-economic, religious/and or racial 
differences.”’°° Like other BDSM practices, race play relies on the simul- 
taneous observance and violation of conventional sociocultural taboos. 
In race play, the taboos of racism and interracial intimacy fuel the trans- 
gressive pleasure practitioners experience. 

Yet it is not just racism that is eroticized, but also a vibrantly imag- 
ined racial difference in which the color line between black and white 
is played with—constantly smudged, re-delineated, and traversed. Per- 
formances of racial-sexual alterity are therefore essential in race play. 
Race play reveals how narratives of racialized sexual violence hinge on 
historical offense and how racial transgression scripts performances of 
black-white interracial intimacy in BDSM. The practice of race play is 
not limited to black and white racial dynamics. Online race play dis- 
cussion groups such as “Racial Name Calling, And Racist Fantasies” 
provide evidence of the inclusive spirit of fetishized racial play; it cheek- 
ily advertises that “this group is for all of the Honkies, Niggers, Spics, 
Gooks, Chinks, Dago Wops, Bogs, Canucks, Flips, Heebs, Hymies, Japs, 
Krauts, and Polaks, and any other derogatory named group, who have 
racist sexual fantasies.”’®’ I focus on black-white bodily intimacy as what 
Sharon Holland calls the “primal scene of racist practice? She urges us 
to “rethink the black/white binary and its hold upon exemplary episte- 
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mologies.’’®® This discussion exposes but does not resolve the paradoxes 
of race play related to its performance, theorization, representation, and 
spectatorship. Offering a complicated reading, not a firm conclusion, I 
consider the multitude of contradictions at work within the practice of 
race play and its encircling discourse. The diverse lived experiences of 
black women BDSMers, specifically black female dominatrices (or fem- 
doms) reveals the ambivalence that underlines the practice. Race play 
means different things to those who enact it at different times in their 
lives. Different women encounter the practice differently. I draw upon 
these voices to facilitate a resistance to theorizing race play in a way that 
further pathologizes both BDSM and black female sexuality. 

Still considered “on the edge of edgy sex” by many in the BDSM 
community, race play is a popular topic on BDSM social networking 
websites and is becoming increasingly prevalent in hard-core fetish por- 
nography.’” Discussion groups in online BDSM communities evidence 
an interest in the controversial practice of fetishized race play. One pop- 
ular social network houses groups such as “Black women Who Love 
to Be Called Names during Race Play” (1,598 members), “Race Play” 
(1,471 members), “Cyber Race Play” (268 members), “Lesbians and Bi- 
sexual Women into Race Play” (218 members), “Black Cum Whores for 
White Masters” (1,898 members), and “Racial Name Calling and Rac- 
ist Fantasies” (747 members).'’° Like other arenas of BDSM, race play 
is a consensual and trained practice. Many established BDSM trainers 
such as Midori, a well-known Japanese American sexuality educator, 
recommend it only for “advanced” players. Midori’s race play pedagogy 
includes reconstructing scenes of antebellum plantation auction blocks; 
in such scenes, she plays the white mistress inspecting the black male 
slave prior to purchasing his body.'*’ Her enactment of a U.S. chattel 
slavery scene speaks both to the complex racial landscape of doms, sub- 
missives, and trainers and to the erotic power of the black/white binary. 
Indeed, some have suggested that the black/white binary is critical to the 
success of a race play scene. Weiss recognizes the affective power of the 
black/white binary as a most “effective scene” for BDSM enactment."’” 
Describing what she perceives as the ineffectiveness of a mugging scene 
with a Latino male and a black woman that she saw as part of a race- 
play demonstration at a BDSM workshop, Weiss argues that “effective 
race play, in other words, generates a complex circuit between affec- 
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tive response, erotic attachment, and national imaginaries, tapping into 
complex veins of shame and desire—the ‘charge that animates national 
belonging” ™!? Contemporary American pornography has also long rec- 
ognized, indeed exploited, the vast erotic potential of the black/white 
binary. In playing race, Midori, like Kara Walker, uses as “her setting 
the greatest of American interracial sex factories, the antebellum plan- 
tation?” ™* Not just BDSM but pornography too draws upon the erotic 
potential of chattel slavery. 

Those who practice race play acknowledge that it is sensitive, demands 
a certain level of experience with BDSM, and is not recommended for 
dilettantes. One professional black femdom attests to the edginess of 
race play as a taboo within a taboo. She typically relegates race play to 
the realm of cyberspace, where identities might be somewhat protected 
and play can be experienced as anonymous.'’* Another professional 
black dom tells me that race play isn’t as commonly requested as other 
BDSM acts and is often a practice that is built up to. According to her, 
“most guys prefer garden variety humiliation and they don't dip their toe 
into racial humiliation until they can tell me a little bit?’ While most 
serious practitioners of BDSM, both professional and nonprofessional, 
recommend the importance of training, technical skill, discipline, and 
practice, setting race play apart from other “garden variety humiliation” 
on a kind of hierarchy of bodily practices reveals the currency that race 
brings into already proscribed BDSM performances. These experienced 
professional doms consider race play to be special. Similarly in BDSM 
guides such as The New Bottoming Book, psychotherapist Dossie Easton 
and sexuality educator Janet Hardy “suggest extreme care in negotiating 
and enacting” race-play scenes, although they propose that “the darkest 
corners of BDSM can bring the greatest illumination?” 

Beyond the binary of black/white, race play is policed by a racialized 
and gendered code of sexual ethics and animated by a number of entan- 
gled dichotomies such as fantasy/reality and mind/body. Viola Johnson, 
an active figure in the BDSM community since the mid-1970s, articu- 
lates such tensions in her fundamental exegesis of race play, which was 
published almost a decade before Mollena Williams and others launched 
race play into the popular sphere.'*® Indeed, if black BDSMers such as 
Williams (the now poster child for race play) and others are able to 
speak out publicly in defense of the practice, it is because of “Old Guard 
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Slave” and “Leather Mother” Viola Johnson. +° In her powerful piece, 
Johnson interrogates the fantasy/reality divide in BDSM and reconciles 
her own fraught practice of race play. Recounting her personal conflict 
about being aroused by the word “nigger” while playing with her mis- 
tress, she describes the profound conflict of arousal and degradation 
that race play both reflects and engenders: 


Alone in the darkness of my quarters my mind is reliving the scene of a 
few nights ago. I can feel my Mistress’s body beneath me. I can feel her 
voice, raspy and sexual, in my ear. ‘Fuck, Niggah. Thats what I bought 
you for? With little if any mechanical aid I cum. My orgasm is sudden, 
and powerful. For a brief second I am exhausted and happy. But in only a 
moment there is a little voice creeping into the back of my consciousness 
(You shouldn't be turned on to the word NIGGER).'”° 


For Johnson, race play is not only pleasurable but also empowering. She 
asks, “Why is it that we, as Leathermen and women of color, can’t accept 
the possibility that to some of us, Nigger may be empowering?”!”? In 
her honest account of her long struggles as a black woman in the BDSM 
community, she describes the moralizing force of political correctness 
that polices sexuality, the often blurred yet fundamental binary between 
fantasy/reality and mind/body, and the pleasure and power of racialized 
abjection through race play. Yet she also implores us to recognize the 
racial axis of BDSM’s fundamental master/slave dialectic: “As a tribe we 
have come to accept the slave-master relationship, while ignoring (for 
the most part) its racial origin.’!*” Johnson describes slavery as both a 
part of our past and a part of our present.'”° 

Johnson outlines how race informs the power relations of the mas- 
ochist contract, queers its historically heterosexual model, and articu- 
lates how consent is imperative in its practice. Her 1981 “Contract of 
Slavery,” written for one of her longtime mistresses and “owners” is a 
modern instantiation of Deleuze’s theorization of the masochist con- 
tract. Indeed, we might trace the theoretical lineage of consent within 
BDSM, as Deleuze does, to its literary root: Leopold von Sacher- 
Masoch’s Venus in Furs (1870). After reading about Sacher-Masoch’s 
multiple “love-contracts,” Deleuze theorized the masochist contract 
as central to masochism. Deleuze distinguishes between sadism and 
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masochism, arguing that while sadism is disordered and institutional, 
masochism is formal and contractual, its relations governed by a con- 
tract between consenting partners that delineates the rules and roles of 
a dramatized romance.’ It is the contract that binds, not the collars, 
cuffs, or chains of BDSM. Consent, the crux of the masochistic con- 
tract, informs the dynamics of the encounter between subject (male 
masochist) and “sovereign lady” (mistress), between slave and master. 
Yet the masochistic contract scripts the dynamics of power in ways 
that challenge the master-slave relationship. In conferring power upon 
the master only through the authority of the slave, it represents a kind 
of subversion of power relations. The first-person voice of Johnson’s 
“Contract,” which begins with “I, Viola Mary Johnson (also known as 
Slave Viola), do hereby accept the servitude of slavery and, in accept- 
ing this servitude, do bind myself to Mistress who will henceforth be 
my owner,’ reaffirms that the power of the slave is not lost in the mas- 
ochist contract. Rather, the power of the slave is enacted.'** The con- 
tract articulates the power of the bottom—“his ability to persuade, and 
his pedagogical and judicial efforts to train his torturer? ’”° As Johnson 
illustrates, the masochist contract is far from an archaic theoretical or 
literary apparatus. A symbolic conferment of power, it is a document 
that provides the blueprint for fantasy. 

The concept of fantasy is vital to how black women conceptualize 
their sexual performances in BDSM, specifically race play, which is often 
seen as a chimerical act that takes place outside the realm of reality. 
A dialectic exists between the fantasy world of BDSM, as it is typically 
imagined by those who practice it, and the “real” world. For some, there 
is the perception that what one does while she is playing is somehow re- 
moved from her everyday existence. Many BDSM scholars have revealed 
how fantasy is essential to BDSM encounters. According to Thomas S. 
Weinberg, fantasy both shapes particular BDSM scenarios and serves as 
a scapegoat for the guilt participants may feel while enjoying the enact- 
ment of taboo sexual experiences.’ In race play, the rhetoric of play 
belies the sociohistorical gravity of racism and its contemporary utter- 
ances. Much more than mere play, race play requires its participants to 
undertake a unique physical and psychic labor. This work demonstrates 
just how much sexual desire and pleasure are products of both fan- 
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tasy and reality and mind and body, how they are socially constructed 
through myriad social exchanges. 

Race further lubricates the already slippery negotiation of BDSM’s 
fantasy/reality binary. Adopting a “performative materialist methodol- 
ogy” in her ethnography of a large San Francisco Bay Area BDSM scene, 
Weiss describes the social, cultural, political, and economic complexity 
of the BDSM community. She describes BDSM performance as charged 
by various “circuits,” “connections [that] are created between realms that 
are imagined as isolated and opposed”! The “fantasized split between 
the real (social inequality, norms, oppression, politics—the public) and 
the scene (radicalness, transgression, equality, desire—the private)” func- 
tions to reinscribe and exonerate white privilege." Weiss’s astute analysis 
situates her primarily white subjects and herself, a white female “queer, 
SM-friendly practitioner” scholar, within the terrain of privilege and 
identifies the “violence of whiteness”? For Weiss, race play might be- 
come an intervention into such privilege: by “challeng[ing] a narrative of 
historical progress, where we (urban, progressive, alternative white peo- 
ple) are beyond race, along with America—instead showing that we re- 
main affectively and erotically bound to precisely the forms of difference 
that we might wish to overcome?" However, this fantasy/reality binary 
engenders a certain type of disavowal as well: “The fantasy of the scene 
as separate, as set off or bracketed from the real world, acts as an alibi 
that enables practitioners to dramatize—while also disavowing—social 
hierarchies and institutional systems of domination, especially those of 
race, class, gender, sexuality, and imperialism.”’** While I agree that this 
tension between fantasy and reality becomes a productive dichotomy in 
the labor of BDSM (its enactment, theorization, and spectatorship), for 
me, race play does not exhibit a disavowal of racial hierarchies or mate- 
rial institutionalizations of racial domination; it recognizes them. 

Instead, race play, as a performative enactment and affective engage- 
ment with the history of racial domination, signals an acknowledge- 
ment of that history. Citing disavowal does two things. First, it serves 
to reinforce the “white privilege and racism” that Weiss’s incisive cri- 
tique works so hard to deconstruct.'** Like Kara Walker, black women 
race-play practitioners refuse to “disavow the monstrous pleasures” that 
linger from the institution of chattel slavery.'** Second, it works to dan- 
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gerously obscure elements of pleasure, particularly its complexity and 
social construction.'** What would happen if we understood the fan- 
tasy/reality divide as enabling not a disavowal of racial hierarchies and 
the power of racism but rather a rapture in them? I advocate reading 
race play as a way to fuck and fuck with racism: a potential parody or 
mimetic reiteration that exposes the fabrication of race and challenges 
and reifies racial-sexual alterity and racism and a sexual relationship 
with these “racialisms”—a pleasure in their enactment, a getting off on, 
a fucking.'*° Read this way, race play may be less of a neoliberal “fantasy 
of an escape from racism” and more of an escape in it or to it."*” 

While it is easy to interpret black women’s testimonies from the early 
1980s to today as evidence of the impossibility of disavowing racism, I 
wonder if resisting this interpretation might be important in contesting 
the white neoliberal mythology of race play that Weiss exposes. That 
mythology obscures the racial undertones of BDSM and exempts “well- 
meaning white people” from “the politics of SM racial projects” and from 
responsibility for larger structures of race and racism.’** I am aware of 
the tension between the desire to showcase black women’s voices in the 
tempestuous terrain of race play and the knowledge that this recognition 
might further marginalize these voices and increase their responsibil- 
ity for being “the bearers of race and racism.”'*? The magical spectacles 
through which to behold race and racism continue to rest heavily on 
black women’s faces. Ultimately, I believe such voices need to be heard 
because they can facilitate both an intervention into “how whiteness is 
produced as a universal for the scene” and a depathologization of black 
women’s unspeakable pleasures.'*° 

Rejecting claims that people who participate in race play are/must be 
racist, the black dominatrix known as the Black Fuhrer illuminates this 
tension between fantasy/reality and inside/outside: 


I mean if we are going to try to make parallels between the world outside 
of fetish and inside of fetish and claiming that people who engage in ra- 
cial type play are racist, then we are going to have to bring in domestic 
violence, assault and battery, verbal abuse, gay bashing, civil liberties. So 
we let some of this stuff go because no will bat an eye to a guy being 
caned, or nipple clamps, or labia clamps being put on someone, yet you 
know the use of certain words in racial context gets people up in arms. 
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Figure 1.2. The Black Fuhrer 


So you know, you have to be consistent, if race play is off limits then so is 
impact play, breath play, forced bi or any other sorts of things that aren't 
kosher outside of fetish.“ 


Inside the realm of fetish, what would be outside the boundaries of 
conventional social mores and political correctness is not merely sanc- 
tioned but eroticized. As conceptualized by the Black Fuhrer, racism 
and domestic violence transform into something else when practiced 
within the fantasy domain of BDSM. Playing with race in a fetish space 
inhabited by consenting adults cannot be read as racism, according to 
the Black Fuhrer: 


You know these are adults here and we're on a fetish, you know, site or 
scene or place or whatever. I mean use your common fucking sense. You 
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know they are not really racists. They would be at a clan rally or a skin- 
head meeting right now if that’s what they really wanted to do. But they 
are here, you know, playing amongst people who they thought were sane 
enough to say hey you know this is race play. .. . For some reason race 
play is a very hot topic.*” 


What I find so compelling about these remarks is that even as she is call- 
ing for an “inside of fetish” reading of race play that positions it on par 
with other BDSM play, she is simultaneously recognizing race’s unique 
power to incite and performatively enact the very inconsistency she 
interrogates, illustrating the fundamental challenge race poses to the 
fantasy/reality divide. As the Black Fuhrer elucidates, BDSM, not just 
race play, centers on an illicit eroticization of violence and power. She 
cautions us not to forget the foundations of BDSM as always already an 
enactment of taboo sexual fantasies in which “you kind of have to under- 
stand that you know whatever is being said is probably being played out 
as somebody’s fantasy. It’s somebody’s fetish. You can't take it literally:’*** 
Though this is an important reminder about the practice—“you know, 
emphasis on the word play” —seeing race play as parallel to other BDSM 
role playing such as “daddy-baby girl dynamic[s]” (which she contrasts 
to pedophilia “outside of fetish”) risks undervaluing race as a critical tool 
of human difference and power. The Black Fuhrer’s name and martial 
image contravenes such an undervaluing, evoking not just the domina- 
tion that she performs as a black femdom but also the sexual-political 
discourse surrounding BDSM’s (and pornography’s) controversial eroti- 
cization of Nazism and fascism. Her name facilitates a link between race 
play and other types of cultural trauma play such as Nazi play. 

While many scripts that explore the possibilities of consensual bodily 
practices such as parent-child, boss-secretary, teacher-student, doctor- 
patient, priest-penitent, and warden-prisoner rely on an eroticized 
transgression of societal hierarchies (such as gender, race, class, sexual- 
ity, body, and age), lumping these taboos together conceals their his- 
torical specificity. Race uniquely augments this eroticization. Race play 
evinces how historically loaded black/interracial sex still is. As historian 
Kevin Mumford notes, black-white sex is always “more than just sex”: 
“always extraordinary,’ black-white sexual intimacy in American society 
is necessarily informed by a national history of sexual racism.’** Import- 
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ing “real”-world racism and racial scripts into the “fantasy” world of fe- 
tish reveals just how permeable, albeit vital, the line between fantasy and 
reality, inside and outside, is here. While the importation of such scripts 
does not undermine the fantasy/reality binary many black women cite 
in the context of race play, it impels us to recognize that sexual fantasy, 
desire, pleasure, and practice—indeed, sexuality—are profoundly so- 
ciocultural. Similarly, if, as Mumford argues, black-white interracial sex 
is always “more than just sex,’ then BDSM practiced among black and 
white partners is always a kind of race play. Mollena Williams's state- 
ment that “I do race play whether or not I want to” is relevant here.'*° 
It touches upon the resonance of race play for the theory and praxis of 
black female sexuality beyond the temporal and spatial limits of BDSM. 
Her words testify to the always alreadyness and perdurability of race 
play for black women—the fact that we may be involved in race play 
whether or not we want to be—while critically expanding the scope and 
stage of race play. I am invested in this project of opening up the criti- 
cal theoretical frame of race play. The daily presence of racism in black 
women's lives contrasts with the ephemerality of race play for white 
men, who, as Weiss notes, know that “when the scene is done, “it[’]s 
done.” “This means that he can play with the erotics of such a scene 
without ‘promoting racial violence’ or ‘disrespecting’ black people or the 
history of slavery.’'*° The contrast between black women’s and white 
men’s experiences with race play attests to the gradations of race and 
gender, if not privileges, that are enacted in the practice. 


Playing with the Labor of Race/ Fucking (with) Black Abjection 


Play is central to the concept of fantasy. While play in BDSM con- 
texts is complex, demanding emotional, physical, and psychological 
labor and requiring preparation, training, and education, race further 
complicates the dynamics of play and the transgression, pleasure, and 
power exchange play facilitates. Andrea Beckman identifies play as 
a critical part of consensual BDSM practice in a transgressive space 
of “exploration,” “choice, and experimentation with positions of sub- 
jecthood and power. She argues that “these ‘bodily practices’ allow 
‘lived bodies’ to experiment within the spaces of subject-and object- 
position to which they are usually assigned by the apparatuses of 
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domination:’**” Though she does not explicitly mention race play, it is 
in the context of a discussion of BDSM play that she summons race, 
citing the testimony of a black gay male interviewee, “Anthony,” to illus- 
trate her argument about the power dynamics of play and its potential 
for experimentation and sociopolitical transformation. For Anthony, 
BDSM provides a shame-free space for him to play with race, test limits, 
and express his taboo desires related to the history of chattel slavery. He 
states that “S/M? actually provides that place to play out what I want to 
play out without feeling guilty. As a black person, there’s a lot of issues 
around slavery and bondage—black experience—dealing with those 
issues”? Anthony’s testimony of race play reiterates black women’s 
expression of BDSM as a critical site for a psychological and physical 
play with the unspeakable racial-sexual horrors and pleasures of chattel 
slavery. 

Race play lays bare the labor and play of race. Recognizing the labor 
and recreation of sexuality, Weiss conceptualizes BDSM as “working at 
play”: a kind of fluid movement “between the registers of work (pro- 
ductive labor) and play (as creative recombination):’'*? Race play high- 
lights Newmahr’s understanding of BDSM play as “the joint boundary 
transgression of personal boundaries between people, of hegemonic 
social and ethical boundaries, and often of physical and physiological 
boundaries”! However, I would like us to consider that black women 
who participate in race play are not only playing with race (and the 
myriad boundaries it relies upon), but also demonstrating the play of 
race—how we play race and even how race plays us. That is, race play 
allows for the eroticized transgression of racial boundaries, enables a 
dramatization of race that irradiates the performativity of race as a so- 
cial identity and a category of power, and speaks to the ways race plays 
us. As an African American urban colloquialism, the word “play” is 
often used as both a synonym for sexual action and a term to describe 
a kind of exploitation, misuse, deceit, or delusion. I elicit this sense of 
play here to signal the multiple complex and contradictory ways race is 
riddled with paradoxes, despite its function as a primary disciplining 
principle of humankind. 

My thinking about how race plays us and the dynamic paradoxes 
of racialization is indebted to Robert Bernasconi’s recent work on 
race as a “border concept”?! Revealing the myriad contradictions 
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within the volatile landscape of racial borders, Bernasconi exposes how 
sexual transgression is historically constitutive of race and its concep- 
tualization.’*” Arguing that the racial borders are the places where we 
best assess the dynamic, sociohistorical, political, and culturally evolv- 
ing processes of racialization, racial difference, and the operation of rac- 
ism, Bernasconi disrupts deep-seated narratives of racial essentialism to 
expose race as a profoundly “relational concept” that is (re)produced in 
and through the continual delineation of porous, often-transgressed, yet 
formidably systemic racial boundaries.'** Echoing Abdul JanMohamed’s 
point that the systematic violation of the racial-sexual border is one if its 
“most blatant contradictions,” Bernasconi sees the racial-sexual border 
as an ambivalent yet critical site for a “hermeneutics of racialization.”'** 
In race play, it is precisely this site that is staged and eroticized as the 
domain of play. 

Race play illuminates race as a border concept, “a dynamic fluid 
concept whose core lies not at the center but at its edges” while simul- 
taneously enacting the paradox involved with traversing the sexual 
border, that in order “to map the racial borders, the borders must be 
crossed.”’*° In race play, racial boundaries are delineated only to be 
crossed. Like the line between fantasy and reality, the racial border is 
marked by its “selective permeability” Race play elucidates how race 
plays us in multiple ways. Race is imagined as a stable, sovereign truth, 
when in fact, it is a dynamic and fluid site of demarcation. It embodies 
what Sharon Holland calls the “lie of difference”; it masquerades as a 
fundamental marker of difference and separation, while actually it is an 
emblem of relation and intimacy. Racial borders, as race play evinces, 
are marked by an erotically charged crossing.’*’ Yet it is, as race play so 
vibrantly illustrates, the eroticized, highly dramatized traversing of the 
constructed racial binary that reifies racial categories. That is, though 
fluid and continually shifting, race and racial boundaries are upheld in 
and through their sexual transgression. Race play heightens the prac- 
tice of “the drawing and redrawing of the racial boundaries” because 
BDSM is always already a practice of delineating personal sexual limits, 
a practice of setting, pushing against, and retracting the physical and 
psychic borders of the “play territory:’*** In race play, racial boundaries 
collide with psychosexual and physical boundaries in an unresolved 
melodrama animated by racism, eroticism, racial-sexual alterity, 
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power, pleasure, pain, and the unsettled dichotomies of transgression/ 
compliance, subversion/reproduction, black/white, fantasy/reality, and 
mind/body. 

Like the carefully constructed dichotomy between inside/outside and 
fantasy/reality, the body/mind split offers a critical, if conflicted, space for 
black women to reconcile their feelings about race play. This split is exem- 
plified by Mollena Williams's statement that “my vagina isn't really inter- 
ested in uplifting the race. What pussy wants is fucked up stuff, really dark 
scenarios to test the boundaries and cut with an exhilarating level of dan- 
ger??? Her comment underscores the tension of race play; she endows 
her pussy with the very intellect she disavows in effecting the dissociation 
between mind and body. This privileging of pussy is undercut by her de- 
scription of race play as an exercise in a kind of racial pedagogy. She states 
that “the prime motive in a ‘Race Play’ scene is to underscore and investi- 
gate the challenges of racial or cultural differences?*® Williams outlines 
the contradictions, complexities, and darkness of sexual pleasure itself, 
echoing Kantrowitz’s confession that “politically correct’ sex rarely leads 
to orgasm,’ Pat Califia’s distinction between “what really gets us wet” and 
“what we think should get us wet,’ and Simone de Beauvoir’s comment 
that “no aphrodisiac is so potent as deviance of the Good.”’*’ And if we 
agree with Leonore Tiefer that “it’s the symbolic investment that makes 
sex ecstatic,” then we might see race play as revealing our symbolic erotic 
investment in racism and the history of chattel slavery.’ 

However, many black women BDSMers assert that it is the body 
that is aroused by racist fantasies rather than the mind. This disasso- 
ciation is fascinating because it allows for an important reconciliation 
of feelings about race play. Some black women participants in BDSM 
express that while it’s not necessarily “cool” to like being called, or to 
call one’s partner, a “nigger whore,” a “nigger cunt,’ a “nigger slave slut,” 
or a “tar monkey nigger cunt,’ they can rationalize that a) it’s only fan- 
tasy, only play; and b) it’s not my mind that is stimulated by this, in fact 
my mind knows better, it is my body that is aroused.*°* The names of 
Kara Walker's fantasy personas, the “Negress” and “Nigger Wench,’ il- 
lustrate a similar volatile juxtaposition of fantasy and reality, reiteration 
and resignification. 

Other black women express a kind of therapeutic, restorative qual- 
ity in race play, echoing what recent scholars have written about 
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BDSM practice. However Mollena Williams offers a warning about this 
benefit: “Kink can be therapeutic, but it isn’t therapy.’ ** Heeding the 
lived experience of BDSMers, scholars have revealed the affective psy- 
chological and physical therapy that BDSM engenders for many of its 
practitioners.’®’ In her ethnographic study of one BDSM community, 
Beckman notes the therapeutic potentiality of BDSM play in working 
through the pain of the past, wherein play becomes a kind of perfor- 
mance of catharsis. She writes of 


“play” with formerly painful and threatening situations which can be 
“relived” and “re-experienced” within the trusting and safe, because 
controlled, context of consensual “S/M” appears to have therapeutic 
effects for some practitioners. The experiential transformation of trau- 
matic experiences allows for a process of rememorising and my observa- 
tions suggest that it increases self-confidence and assertiveness for many 
practitioners.'°° 


Beckman observes that in the “safe” setting of consensual, negotiated 
BDSM erotic play, (re)memory may operate to transform trauma into 
both pleasure and a kind of healing and self-recovery.'®” Her analysis 
substantiates the notion that sexuality is a vital site for enacting “the 
rememorising” of the history of chattel slavery.’®* 

The practice of rape play, a consensual BDSM sexual practice of per- 
formed rape, is an example of BDSM’s therapeutic possibility.‘°’ Explor- 
ing sexual assault and rape survivors’ engagement in rape play, Corie 
Hammers examines BDSM’s therapeutic power, arguing that rape play 
becomes an important psychosomatic intervention into sexual trauma 
that facilitates “corporeal and psychic shifts” in and for the sexually trau- 
matized bodies of its practitioners.'’° Beyond engendering pleasure in 
the sex act and alleviating the physical and mental pain of sexual en- 
counters, rape play enables some women survivors to reconnect with 
their bodies and experience feelings of empowerment that often exceed 
the temporal and spatial limits of the rape-play scene. Here the ther- 
apeutic potential of BDSM lies in its recuperation of both desire and 
power and as a kind of affective reclamation of the body.’”* Through 
reenactment of past sexual trauma on their own terms, these women 
become agents of their own sexual pleasure and pain; their performance 
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of rape play is a mode of what Hammers terms “bodily becoming? "7? 
One interviewee, Sheila, explains: “In re-enacting my rape I’m doing it 
on my own terms. Trying to explain what it does . . . is very difficult. I 
own my own power, my body with SM in my rape play. With kink, the 
pain is no longer there. The pain I felt physically is more or less gone. 
I am loose, present, in my body. . . . I lost this with the rape. I have re- 
claimed myself? ’”* Marshaling the oral testimonies of women rape-play 
practitioners, Hammers evinces the keen sense of authorship and own- 
ership of their own sexuality these women experience in performing 
rape play—reinforced here by the use of the possessive pronoun “my? 
These narratives of agency are echoed by those who practice race 
play, imagining it as a psychological and physical intervention into the 
subjective state of black abjection, a spectacular fucking with both the 
memory of slavery and the continued domination of black womanhood. 
Witnesses are central to this transformation of corporeal sexual trauma 
through rape play. That is, it is not just the enactment of consent that al- 
lows these women to rescript and control their own experiences of sex- 
ual trauma through its performative reenactment (“sculpting the scar”); 
spectatorship by another is also crucial.’’* Hammers argues that “BDSM 
disrupts this silencing and the atomizing experience of trauma through 
public witnessing. BDSM rape play is a public witnessing, a sharing of 
the unbearable, and it is through this sharing—this witnessing—that 
the trauma is spoken in both verbal and extra-verbal ways?’ Similarly, 
Theodore Reik has argued that spectatorship is necessary for the con- 
struction of the masochist.’”° I want to be clear that in making this paral- 
lel between rape play and race play, I am not asserting that the historical 
legacies of sexual trauma—the “monstrous intimacies’—haunting black 
female sexual subjectivity are equivalent to the trauma experienced by 
present-day survivors of rape and sexual assault. However, in drawing 
on the erotic experiences of women practicing rape play and the theori- 
zation of their narratives, I seek to illuminate the complex dynamics of 
pain, pleasure, and power, hinged on consent, that suffuse the practice 
of race play. Race play and rape play, both of which are performative 
renditions of past trauma, represent a critical recoding of what Hortense 
Spillers calls “the hieroglyphics of the flesh” in ways that engender feel- 
ings of pleasure and control.’”’ In narrating their performance of rape 
play and race play, women describe a renegotiation of their relationships 
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with their past and signal a kind of becoming or remaking of the future. 
Such a future might be paradoxically accessed through a mythical return 
to and repetition of—a replaying of—the past.’”® 

Both rape play and race play reinforce how important consent and 
agency are for any kind of pain play. Darren Langdridge reveals how 
consent operates as a form of agency to rescript the “terms” of violence 
in order “to maximize the possibility of violent acts being understood 
in the participant’s own terms, providing an opening-up of meaning”? 
Bringing us toward a critical understanding of “the paradox” of BDSM 
pain play, Langdridge contends that “most critically[,] pain play appears 
to involve a way of experiencing the limits of one’s material-semiotic 
subjectivity through the exploration of agency and subjection.”’*° As 
black women BDSMers convey, consent within BDSM functions to 
transform the quotidian physical and psychic pain of black abjection 
into the realm of rapture and affective agency within the “safe” play- 
ground of kink.’*? 

Race profoundly shapes the currency of BDSM interventions. In 
her groundbreaking ethnographic study of professional dominatrices 
that explores how professional erotic dominance sheds light on the ev- 
eryday “normative” societal dynamics of power, Danielle Lindemann 
briefly visits the practice of race play. Though she does not make the 
same kind of racial caveat that Weiss and Newmahr did, Lindemann 
notes that race play is not common in her majority-white subject pop- 
ulation of professional dominatrices, who also have predominately 
white male clients.'** Considering the racial dynamics of BDSM’s 
therapeutic potential, Lindemann identifies race play “as a mecha- 
nism through which clients could negotiate their anxiety by reproduc- 
ing traumatic experiences on their own terms”? Her theory differs 
from Weiss’s argument that while race play unveils the white hege- 
mony and privilege of the BDSM community (and national belonging 
more generally), it might contest such racialized power dynamics.'** 
Lindeman argues that in race play, clients either reproduce or subvert 
broader racial hierarchies.'** Though this either/or posture flattens 
out the distinctions between these two moments—reproduction and 
subversion—obfuscating a spectrum of possibilities, it is through this 
manipulation that racial hierarchies are revealed as performative and 
unnatural. Hence, the therapeutic potentiality of race play for black 
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women may lie in the choice to be subjugated, a kind of exercising of 
one’s own conscious experience of racialized oppression and aggression: 
Williams states “T like my violence consensual. Just as significant, there 
is also potential in recognizing one’s role as an actor in the making and 
performance of racial hierarchies.'*° 

Still, the antidotal and analeptic capacity of shame and humiliation 
is fundamentally complicated by race. Lindeman finds that the process 
of shaming is restorative because of its ephemerality: it “confirms that 
which the client is not—that is “You are no longer a pig or a dog or what- 
ever.”'*” Describing his experience playing top with Mollena Williams 
in a race-play demonstration, white male BDSM and sex educator Gray- 
dancer expressed a similar logic of identity: “That’s part of the lesson 
of race play, for me. It’s a reminder of what I’m not, of what we have 
been, and of what we have to constantly fight becoming” 1° However, 
as a state that one typically cannot effortlessly slip in and out of, black- 
ness problematizes this perception. Can one no longer be a nigger in the 
same way she is no longer a pig, a slave, or a whore? Fanon’s statement, 
“Against all the arguments I have just cited, I come back to one fact: 
Wherever he goes: The Negro remains a Negro,’ captures “the fact of 
Blackness,” the endurance of black abjection.'*? Outside the dungeon, 
the bedroom, or the stage, one may very well remain a nigger. 

Race play confronts black women with a set of paradoxical limits. 
First, it reveals a temporal and spatial extension of the frontier of black 
women’s racial-sexual “play” outside the boundaries of BDSM (recall 
Mollena Williams’ statement, “I do race play whether or not I want to” 
Second, it reveals the challenges that blackness poses to BDSM'’s desta- 
bilization of identity categories and hierarchies of power. Race extends 
the field of play while constraining its potential for subversion. I en- 
vision race play as presenting a different kind of conflict for BDSM’s 
therapeutic discourse than the one Lindemann has outlined. Linde- 
mann argues that race play presents pro-doms with a moral quandary 
that complicates their therapeutic role: “A final wrinkle in the thera- 
peutic discourse is that, in identifying as therapists, some pro-dommes 
felt that they were absolving clients of conduct with which they person- 
ally did not agree???” While for Lindemann it is the ethical dilemma of 
“well-educated white liberal” women that undercuts BDSM’s therapeutic 
potential, I argue that race, the “fact of Blackness,” is what ultimately 


THE DARK SIDE OF DESIRE | 67 


problematizes a therapeutic rendering of BDSM.’ Pat Califia has sug- 
gested that there are limits to BDSM play with respect to race: “If you 
don't like being a top or a bottom, you switch your keys. Try doing that 
with your race our socioeconomic status.”’°” We might, then, think of 
race play as play with a certain type of fixity of race, not necessarily its 
fluidity. Race play complicates the theorization of BDSM play, challeng- 
ing arguments that play rearranges power hierarchies. °? 

Black women’s testimony of race play signals the nuances race engen- 
ders in BDSM’s therapeutic discourse while attesting to the possibility of 
a racialized salutary effect. While feminists debated BDSM'’s therapeutic 
potential at the height of the sex wars in the early 1980s, contemporary 
scholars of BDSM have recently problematized the therapeutic impe- 
tus that animates the practice.’’* For example, Meg Barker and Darren 
Langdridge remain conflicted over whether or not to include narratives 
of “healing” and the “therapeutic” in their scholarship.’?’ While Barker 
believes that such narratives should be incorporated because they attest 
to “lived experiences” and are aligned with the methodological com- 
mitment of feminist researchers to “giving people a voice, not silencing 
people,” Langdridge worries about the potential these healing narra- 
tives have to be perverted by mainstream culture.’*° He contends that 
the therapeutic discourse underlining BDSM practice is at odds with 
scholarly efforts to disengage BDSM from the psychiatric profession and 
will have dangerous repercussions for the BDSM community. Analy- 
sis of BDSM as a healing practices, Langdridge argues, encourages the 
pathologization of BDSM through two implications: “first, that SMers 
have a need for healing and second, that once ‘cured|[,]’ people will stop 
doing SM. It seems a pretty negative way of storying SM”? Similarly, 
Barker, Gupta, and Iantaffi contend that such healing narratives and cul- 
tural representations of the practice are “extremely value-laden” and can 
reify rather than reject the pathologizing impetus toward BDSM of the 
medical and psychotherapy industries.'’* Consequently, BDSM healing 
narratives can be “read as both empowering and problematic” in their 
shoring up of a moral discourse that constructs a “good BDSMer” (i.e., 
one who practices for the ‘right’ reasons of healing her/himself). This 
“good BDSMer” can also idealize particular experiences and narratives 
of practice over others.’”? However, Barker, Langdridge, Gupta, and Ian- 
taffi do not consider how race further complicates BDSM’s therapeutic 
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potential and/or how the problems of pathologization for the “minority 
community” of BDSM might be compounded by the minoritized racial- 
ized body. 

While Williams effects a Cartesian disassociation in order to enjoy 
race play, other black women BDSMers are unable to do so. Though she 
does not get many requests for it, professional femdom Goddess Sonya 
does not do race play because she does not enjoy it.”°° While comfort- 
able and skilled in diverse acts of edge play and humiliation, ranging 
from golden showers to corporal punishment, Sonya expresses that her 
own fantasies and pleasure are tantamount to her domination. Hence, 
she does not engage in race play. Furthermore as a black femdom with 
primarily white submissive male clients, she does not often get requests 
for “nigger play.” Her statement that “there is nothing really racially 
charged in calling a white man a honky” attests to race play’s grounding 
in a particular white heteropatriarchal rendering of American racism 
and its reliance on a specific (and very familiar) hierarchy of race and 
racial embodiment.”°’ Her comment prompts us to consider how race 
play’s erotic current ebbs and flows with the shifting racial and gender 
dynamics of racial abjection performed. 

Black female dominatrices such as Goddess Sonya and the Black 
Fuhrer navigate a complex economy of sexual labor. Though scholars 
have recently analyzed female dominatrices, they have not theorized 
their representation in pornography, especially that of black women. 
Lindeman suggests that professional domination sheds light on profes- 
sionalism within the service industry more generally.””” For example, 
Goddess Sonya and the Black Fuhrer mirror a common professional tra- 
jectory that Lindemann identifies of transitioning from larger houses to 
becoming independent doms. Claims to professionalism, training, and 
skill are vital to the type of labor women perform in commercial BDSM, 
including the dynamics of the dom/sub fantasy and the more material 
aspects of work that is often framed as more skilled and specialized than 
other types of erotic labor.””* Such assertions of professionalism use a 
discourse of authenticity wherein the “real” BDSM dom is professional, 
rigorously trained, and experienced.*** Authenticity is, as Lindemann 
suggests, a form of cultural capital for pro-doms. What begs consider- 
ation is how this authenticity collides with racial authenticity and the 
myriad ways race impacts the cultural capital of femdoms. 
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The elaborate labor of race is inextricable from the multiplex erotic 
labor of BDSM, both physical and psychic. Race is another aspect of 
the labor BDSM performs. While the question of race and its labor in 
commercial BDSM remains undertheorized in recent literature, black 
feminist scholars have examined the critical ways race informs sex 
work. In her ethnographic study of black and Latina strippers in New 
York City and the San Francisco Bay Area, Siobhan Brooks documents 
the ways that race affects the institutional and symbolic erotic capital 
of dancers. Brooks uses the term “racialized erotic capital” to delineate 
how black women navigate a hierarchy of power wherein blackness is 
devalued. This affects hiring practices, digital marketing, pay, safety, the 
work environment, and more.”°* Miller-Young describes black women’s 
devaluation within pornography, a domain where white women reign 
as “stars.”*°° She documents the complex auxiliary labor demanded of 
black female performers in the face of this racial hierarchy as they navi- 
gate the structural racism of the industry and contend with wage in- 
equality, labor segregation, and the more insidious, multifaceted “work 
of racial fantasy?” Like black women in the porn industry who strate- 
gically “play up’ race,” black female dominatrices engage the drama of 
race in their erotic labor.” 

Goddess Sonya’s sentiment suggests the limits of subversion through 
race play that I previously discussed in the context of race’s playing of 
us. If, as Goddess Sonya and others say, calling a white man a honkey 
lacks the same “charge” as calling a black woman a nigger, race play’s 
potential for racial subversion is circumscribed by race and gender and 
ultimately disciplined by white heteropatriarchy, seemingly a powerful, 
stable force both inside and outside the world of fetish. Furthermore, 
assigning power to a particular mode or position of domination or sub- 
mission encourages a problematic moral of reading race play (i.e., some 
practices can be “good” while others are “bad”) and facilitates a failure 
to recognize that both oppressor and oppressed, top and bottom, are 
tethered to the same history. 

Linked to the body/mind split is the contradictory undercurrent 
of political correctness that informs race play. For example, certain 
scenarios such as black dom/white slave are often deemed more “pal- 
atable,” “acceptable,” and “less racist” than black slave/white master. 
This protocol reflects a common but flawed understanding of power 
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Figure 1.3. Goddess Sonya at play 


and racism as top down and does not recognize that it is a more fluid 
exchange dependent upon relationality, resistance, and (power) ex- 
change between master/slave, oppressor/oppressed, and dom/sub. Af- 
firming Foucault's contention that power “comes from below,’ BDSM 
has long challenged a top-down understanding of power, revealing how 
positions that are conventionally imagined as subordinate (i.e., bottom 
and submissive) enact power, exert control, and deploy influence.”” Leo 
Bersani argues that the locations of top and bottom “can never be just 
a question of physical position?’ Many black women BDSMers also 
question a static logic of power within the moral framework of race play. 
They express their desire to play sub to a white dom and their belief 
that this type of partnership is an acceptable and immensely pleasurable 
one. Williams, for example, challenges the idea that it is “OK if the Black 
person is dominant, but [she’s] not ‘UPLIFTING THE RACE!!! if she’s 
submissive,” joking, “Yes. Payback, you see. We arent getting repara- 
tions, so go beat up some White [person] and get yours.””"* Like many 
black women who have been censured for their race play, especially in 
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the submissive role, Williams vocalizes the double standards that en- 
ergize ethical charges against the practice.”’” Her statement accentu- 
ates the intense ambivalence of race play and reiterates how changes 
in how it is received and policed are dependent upon the racial and 
gender dynamics of racialized abjection that are performed. She eluci- 
dates how race play concretizes the charged, complex, and contradic- 
tory relationship between racism and rapture. I advocate reading these 
women’s commentary as a critical testament of sexual autonomy, a kind 
of claiming of sexual pleasure on their own terms. Their words outline 
the stakes of black female sexual politics. Black women’s participation in 
BDSM, especially race play, is fraught with contradictions, complicated 
by racialized and gendered sociohistorical subtexts and positionalities of 
domination and submission that are animated by the enacted binaries of 
fantasy/reality, mind/body, and black/white. 


Coda 


In a 1982 interview, Foucault, a theorist and practitioner of BDSM, 
stated that “the idea that S&M is related to a deep violence, that S&M 
practice is a way of liberating this violence, this aggression, is stupid. 
We know very well that what those people are doing is not aggres- 
sive; they are inventing new possibilities of pleasure with strange 
parts of their body—through the eroticization of the body?!’ Fou- 
cault recognized the productive potential of BDSM in creating novel 
pleasure but he rejected the psychological and somatic historical reg- 
isters of BDSM—the premise that it is linked to an “uncovering of S 
& M tendencies deep within our unconscious.’”’* Following in this 
Foucauldian stream of thought, we might consider BDSM a practice 
that is uninformed by the black female’s psychic and bodily memory 
of trauma and the constitutive links between black female sexuality 
and violence. Accordingly, BDSM cannot be about working out, in, 
or through a black female (un)consciousness occupied by a history 
of sexual violence because it is not, as Foucault suggests, about the 
“deep” psychic past of historical trauma and/or memory but rather 
about the creative future of bodily pleasures. However, marshaling the 
voices of black women BDSMers, I argue that it can be both. These 
women provide evidence that their pleasure, though highly conflicted, 
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is informed by the histories of chattel slavery and racism, interracial 
sexual violence, racialized exchanges of power and it is also about 
finding innovative new modes of accessing pleasure. While BDSM 
might not heal a historical wound and/or allow for the enactment of 
some kind of redress—actual or symbolic—for black women, it might 
serve as a stage, or better yet a ring, for replaying primordial scenes of 
black-white sexual intimacy and the imbrications of pleasure, power, 
race, and sex. Perhaps such narratives of black-white interracial sexual 
aggression speak not only about the psychic past but also about felt 
blackness in the present—the sentience of the black body. 

African American writer Gary Fisher poignantly and painfully elu- 
cidates this sentiment in Gary in Your Pocket: Stories and Notebooks of 
Gary Fisher (1996), a work that expresses the complexities of racism, 
pleasure, and pain within the context of gay interracial intimacy. Fischer 
candidly shares his interest in race play and racial humiliation, specifi- 
cally his desire to play the “nigger” sub worshipping the “whiteness” of 
his male dom.”’” Proudly relishing his role as “nigger cocksucker,’ physi- 
cally and metaphorically genuflecting for the white male body, Fisher 
articulates the tangle of arousal and degradation that race play engen- 
ders with his statement that “piss and sperm nourish the nigger body 
and feed his Black soul.””"® Fisher envisions such acts as a sacrament that 
ritualizes arousal and empowerment through black abjection. Uncan- 
nily echoing “Leather Mother” Viola Johnson, Fisher writes, “The nigger 
takes his hot sacrament from the cocks of men who know where a nig- 
ger should be, why he should be, how he should be and find pleasure in 
reaffirming that I AM PROUD TO BE A NIGGER’””’ Fisher speaks to 
the dynamic ways that differently raced and gendered bodies experience 
the epistemic violence and pleasure of race (play) in different ways. He 
articulates the contradictions and complexities race play encompasses 
and our use of race and racism as technologies of sexual pleasure and 
power enacted in scenes of black-white interracial intimacy. For Fisher, 
race play becomes an elixir for the frustration of race—the vexation of 
blackness through a state of what Darieck Scott might call “extravagant 
abjection.”"* Fisher states: 


Blackness is a state of frustration. There's no way out of this racial depres- 
sion (I don’t feel the frustration personally, but as a part of a people I 
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know that I am being fucked, abused). Sexually I want (desire, fantasize 
myself) to be (being) used. I want to be a slave, sexually and perhaps 
otherwise.?”° 


Playing into his seemingly inexorable “racial depression” offers an 
affective agency—an awareness of one’s own responsibility in the per- 
formativity of race and a kind of vital rhapsody, however fleeting. His 
testimony illuminates the performance of abjection as a means not 
merely of pleasure but also of perception. Beyond pleasure, race play 
perhaps becomes a kind of critical negotiation for the abject black 
body—a way of working not through the past, but perhaps in and 
through the present. 

This chapter has illustrated how black women’s performances in 
BDSM are shaped by the sociopolitical and cultural histories related 
to black women, sexuality, and violence. I have argued that BDSM is a 
critical site for rethinking the enmeshment of black female sexuality and 
violence. In the context of BDSM, violence becomes not just a vehicle of 
desire and pleasure but also a mode of accessing and contesting power. 
Deconstructing the uniquely problematic nature of black women’s in- 
volvement in BDSM, I amplify black women’s voicing of a complex and 
contradictory negotiation of pain, pleasure, and power. Black women 
BDSMers engage in an elaborate play of race in the pursuit of sexual 
pleasure, empowerment, and autonomy. BDSM is a productive space 
from which to consider the multiplicity of black women’s sexual prac- 
tice and the multiplicity of black female sexuality. It is simultaneously 
an arena of pleasure, power, danger, and agency.””° It is my hope that 
this exploration, in addition to challenging androcentric and narrow 
conceptualizations of sexual violence and pleasure, will move us toward 
a necessary destigmatization of black women’s unconventional sexual 
practices. Race play illuminates not only the erotic play of race but also 
the enduring erotic power of the black/white binary, the history of slav- 
ery, and racism itself. 
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Pornography’s Play(ing) of Race 


Intimacy Interventions 


In April 2013, a corner of the Internet was set ablaze by the spark of 
controversy. The words of Abiola Abrams, black female pornographer 
turned sex, love, life and relationship guru, provoked the firestorm.* In 
her online advice column “Intimacy Intervention” in Essence Magazine, 
Abrams responded to the letter of a distraught reader. An anonymous 
African American woman, writing under the nom de plume “Black and 
Proud” described her revulsion at her new white husband’s use of racial 
slurs during sex. She wrote, “My man keeps calling me a ‘nigger bitch’ 
during sex and I hate it”? “Black and Proud” described how his use of 
the n-word and explicit eroticization of blackness—he called her pubic 
hair a “negro bush” and himself a “nigger lover”—shattered her “picture 
perfect fantasy life”? The racial slurs her husband used during sex left 
her “completely turned off?* 

In Abrams’s response, she wrote that there is nothing “normal” about 
the use of racialized names, which she deemed “verbally abusive and 
emotionally harmful.” She referred to race-play “expert” Mollena Wil- 
liams to make the case that such racial slurs are indeed not race play 
because they lack the fundamental BDSM mandate of consent. Abrams’s 
identification of race play as something black women must “sign up for” 
contrasts with Williams's statement that black women experience race 
play every day without consent; recall her statement that “I do ‘race play’ 
whether or not I want to.”® 

Abrams’s response went viral. Almost 600 readers, most of whom 
were disgusted by the husband's behavior, posted comments on essence. 
com, and a series of follow-up articles were written about the exchange 
and the controversial phenomenon of race play. Commenting on the 
fallout, Mollena Williams discussed the importance of “open and hon- 
est communication” about sexuality with one’s spouse, awareness of 
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the often-divergent sexual backgrounds of interracial partners, and the 
need for consent when playing the precarious erotic game of race.’ In- 
spired by the controversy and by letters from her own readers, Christe- 
lyn D. Karazin, publisher and editor-in-chief of beyondblackwhite.com, 
brought Abrams and Williams together for a podcast conversation about 
the controversial letter; that conversation also highlighted the issue of 
consent.® Writing for the grio.com, Alexis Garrett Stodghill argued that 
race play is “a curious fringe realm of sexuality” and used the opportu- 
nity to “underscore the need to honestly and openly communicate one’s 
true sexual needs as essential to the success of any sexual partnership.” 
Lastly, Clutch magazine ran a story, “Racial Slurs, and 4 Other Things 
You Shouldn't Say During Sex,’ that ranked racial slurs at the top of their 
list of sexual faux pas.*° 

Abrams’s “Intimacy Intervention” and the letter that inspired it speak 
to a continuing rage for race play and its multiple spheres of perfor- 
mance. This intimacy intervention and the online responses it generated 
are part of a flurry of recent web stories about the practice.’* Most of 
these media stories drew from the words of race-play “representative” 
Mollena Williams and highlight the controversial aspects of race play, 
reflecting the same polarized sexual ethics that marked discussions of 
black women’s participation in BDSM.” In Ebony magazine’s article 
“Race Play Ain't for Everyone,’ Feminist Jones rhetorically asked, “How 
far is too far? Where do we draw the line between what we consider 
freedom of expression and hate speech? Is there ever a time when ‘race 
play’ can be enjoyable and rewarding, or is it an absolute non-no in any 
situation?’ Lori Adelman’s report on grio.com sought to dispel com- 
mon misconceptions about the practice.’* Kirsten West Savali’s article 
on HelloBeautiful.com featured an interactive reader poll that revealed 
that most readers find race play disgusting and would not engage it.’° 
Chauncey Devega, black cultural critic and author of the blog We Are 
Respectable Negroes, repudiated race play: “I could not engage in such 
types of role-playing. My personal politics would not allow it; my libido 
would not respond.”’® Nevertheless, he wrote of a theoretical interest in 
“how individuals negotiate white supremacy and Power.” Even when 
these cyber critiques rejected race play, they cited a titillation that be- 
lies repudiation, echoing the tensions black women BDSMers express. 
In this personal distancing of themselves from race play, these authors 
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implicitly labeled race play perverse, a characterization some seemed to 
want to refute. 

Because the majority of these pieces were published in black media 
outlets, these dialogues resituated race play as a black problem. Own- 
ership of race “problems” is a burden black women are familiar with. 
This responsibility engenders a paradoxical punishment of the black fe- 
male body as a fomenter of racism. As Sarah Ahmed has noted, “Given 
that racism recedes from social consciousness, it appears as if the ones 
who ‘bring it up’ are bringing it into existence” 1° The articles written 
in response to Abrams’s “Intimacy Intervention” generated much com- 
ment from readers, transforming each piece from static piece into an 
ongoing collective dialogue about race play. These cyber commentaries 
speak to the dynamic representation of race play, a contested space in 
which this chapter hovers as it explores the representation of race play 
in contemporary America pornography. Pornography acts as an “inti- 
macy intervention” into race play, mediating its performances, fantasies, 
and desires. In making visible the race-play fantasy, pornography is a 
critical venue of and for race-play performance. It is an important site 
of race-play analysis because of the dynamic ways it highlights both the 
fantasy/reality tension and the interracial dynamics that are so salient 
to the practice. It also brings into relief the perverse pleasures of race 
play—specifically as I reveal here, the queer valence of its performance. 

In this chapter I analyze black women's diverse performance of race 
play in contemporary American pornography. First, I look at the prac- 
tice of black female/white male humiliation on the BDSM femdom web- 
site of a veteran black female pornographer, Vanessa Blue, to illuminate 
how race is a critical technology of interracial BDSM practice. Next, I 
read a performance of black female submission staged as a historical re- 
enactment of chattel slavery in hard-core mainstream race-play pornog- 
raphy—a production that recites not only the history of slavery but also 
cinematic spectacles of that history in contemporary popular culture. 
Finally, I look at interracial lesbian domination in amateur-race play 
pornography that facilitates a queer reading of race-play performance 
in pornography and illuminates the production of race-play porn. Leav- 
ing the realm of pornography, I conclude with an analysis of a comic 
rendition of race play that also draws upon the erotic storehouse of slav- 
ery. Even as I argue that pornography is an optimal space for race play 
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because it is imagined as a fantasy realm of sexuality, I analyze race play 
as a comprehensive performance with a more universal sociocultural 
currency and relevance. This chapter reveals several critical tensions in 
race play: between the quotidian and the spectacular, the pornographic 
and the mainstream. 


Staging the Field of Play 


As the work I analyze here demonstrates, a lot has changed in the field 
of BDSM pornography since Linda Williams's pioneering discussion of 
sadomasochistic film pornography. Since the eighteenth century, por- 
nography has vividly engaged the taboo of violence and pain."” Sadistic 
pornography’s “spectacle of suffering” prevailed in the nineteenth 
century, when depictions of flagellation were common.”° Modern dis- 
cussions of violence in pornography are often motivated by question of 
harm—the potential harm performers might experience and the harm 
incurred through witnessing such violence.’ In the l980s when Wil- 
liams was writing the canonical book Hardcore, the issue of violence 
in pornography was at the forefront of social discourse animated by 
anti-porn feminist activism, inquiry by the federal government, and 
scholarship.” 

Reorienting the question of harm, Williams argues that BDSM 
perverts the question of violence in pornography. She contends that 
sadomasochistic pornography exhibits two types of perversions: “a 
perversion of cinema’”—a perversion of a Bazinian cinematic “noble 
realism’—and “cinema as perversion in itself as an economic, techni- 
cal, social, and symbolic system”? “Cinema as perversion” is less con- 
cerned with literal acts of violence and instead focuses on the broader 
“implant[ations]” within the discourse of cinema as “sadistic, masoch- 
istic, voyeuristic, and fetishizing:’”* Steered by a politics of perversion, I 
maintain in interest in the ways that BDSM unearths the perverse queer 
pleasures of “heterosexual” interracial pornographic desire and pleasure. 

Reflecting anti-porn feminists’ assertion that the heterosexist patri- 
archy is itself sadomasochistic, feminist film theorists have critiqued 
the concept of “cinema as perversion,’ illuminating the sadomasochis- 
tic quality of the cinematic male gaze.’ Most famously, Laura Mulvey’s 
influential theorization of fetishistic scopophilia, the fetishistic erotic 
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pleasure in looking, of cinema exists in contradistinction to what she 
identifies as the voyeuristic sadism of film spectatorship.*° Mulvey ar- 
gues that both speak to the problem of female sexual difference, that 
both are strategies of the male unconscious for coping with castration 
anxiety. Many scholars have critiqued Mulvey. Gaylyn Studlar, for ex- 
ample, argues that masochism, not sadism, is what is salient for the per- 
verse pleasures of film spectatorship.”’ For Williams, however, sadism is 
an inadequate explanation for the multifaceted perversion of hard core 
pornographic cinema because that explanation ultimately disavows the 
power she argues is essential to pleasure itself.” Williams elucidates 
how even in the volatile BDSM domain of unthinkable, unspeakable 
pleasure, power is what makes such pleasure possible: “There can be no 
pleasure, in other words, without some power.” Williams's analysis re- 
inforces what BDSM advocates and practitioners, such as SAMOIS, have 
argued for some time—that there is power at the bottom.*° 

Williams offers a typology of three categories of heterosexual hard- 
core sadomasochistic film and video pornography. The first and most 
extreme, amateur sadomasochism, features prolonged scenes of bondage 
and discipline. Often shot in video, it contains highly ritualized forms 
of violence and domination and has a low production value reminiscent 
of stag films, which I discuss in the following chapter.** In the second 
and most common type, sadie-max, violence is not fundamental to the 
film’s narrative but rather becomes a kind of “spice” to enhance pleasure. 
Such films typically depict domination, light bondage, anal penetration, 
and a kind of phantasmatic “exaggerated paraphernalia’ of BDSM.** 
The final category, aesthetic sadomasochism, refers to pornography’s 
aestheticization of violence. These works “situate themselves within 
an elitist sadomasochistic literary tradition” that casts violence as art.*° 
Williams argues that the fantasy of female, not male, submission domi- 
nates BDSM pornography. This gender dynamic, according to Williams, 
contests “real-life heterosexual sadomasochistic practice” wherein male 
submissives are the majority.** Even if these categories did not reify a 
heteronormative BDSM fantasy that the debates I discussed in the pre- 
vious chapter belie or reflect a complete absence of race, they no longer 
typify the field of BDSM pornography. 

The question of race is integral to BDSM pornography while the 
dynamic of passive, submissive female/dominant male no longer 
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epitomizes BDSM pornographic fantasy, if it ever did. A politics of per- 
version illumines the range of BDSM pornography to bring into relief 
the perverse collusions between race, BDSM, and queerness in the por- 
nographic scene. More recently, scholars have reanimated the question 
of violence and pornography. While Natalie Purcell does not analyze 
BDSM pornography in her recent study of violence in pornography, she 
argues that sadism is the foundation of pornography’s sexual arousal.” 
However, she is careful to distinguish sadism within pornography from 
its interpretation within BDSM. She argues that the sadism that is so 
integral to pleasure in mainstream pornography is an “absolute domi- 
nance,’ a suffering that must be legible to viewers “as suffering,” not a 
mutually consensual, pleasurable encounter and power exchange, as it 
is ina BDSM scene.*° 

While race play has received recent coverage in popular and scholarly 
media, race-play pornography, particularly that which focuses on black 
women’s performances, has received little scholarly attention. Darieck 
Scott and Tim Dean both discuss race-play pornography within the con- 
text of black-white gay male sexuality.*” Though he explicitly mentions 
the term only twice in Extravagant Abjection, Scott offers a stunning 
analysis of the phenomenon of race play in literary pornography.** For 
Scott, race play illustrates what he calls “blackness in/and abjection, a 
phrase that speaks to the historical constitution of blackness as abjection 
through domination. Scott asserts that blackness and abjection are mu- 
tually constitutive and that abjection offers the black male body unique 
opportunities for black power. Reading power, and not just pleasure, as 
an important product of black women’s racial sexual abjection within 
BDSM, I am inspired by Scott’s foundational project of redefining the 
relationship between power, blackness, and sexuality. 

Tim Dean examines race play in gay male bareback moving-image 
pornography as part of a multifaceted process of fetishization within the 
genre. Dean interrogates how pornography labors to make visible that 
which is invisible, and fetishization is a central issue of his analysis.*” Fo- 
cusing his analysis on one gay male bareback video, Niggas’ Revenge (dir. 
Dick Wadd, 2001), he argues that race-play fantasy enables the imagina- 
tion of other, less perceptible modes of transgression, most notably HIV 
transmission through bareback sex. In Niggas’ Revenge, gay black porn 
star Bobby Blake and a group of black men seek revenge on a band of 
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white neo-Nazis in a bout of fucking, urination, bondage, fisting, and 
more. He reads the video's violent inter(racial) sexual domination as 
“conjur[ing] the transgressive charge of unprotected anal sex among 
gay men.*° Because I seek to unveil and destigmatize black women’s 
practice of BDSM, I am encouraged by Dean’s innovative reading of 
fetishism as an instrument of “erotic creativity” within sexual subcul- 
tures and as a possible instrument for disrupting sexual hegemonies.** 
Conceptualizing fetishism in BDSM as a mode of erotic innovation, a la 
Foucault, is in line with the critical depathologization of race play that I 
endeavor in this book. Nevertheless, I am wary of Dean’s reading of race 
and racial fetishism within the context of a number of fetishes within 
bareback pornography. The fact of blackness poses a serious challenge 
to the disruption of sociocultural hierarchies of power, specifically racial 
hierarchies. 

I disagree with Dean when he argues that “desire is not determined 
by difference” in order to contest theories of racial fetishism anchored in 
an anxiety of racial difference.** Critiquing Frantz Fanon’s and Dwight 
A. McBride's readings of racial fetishism, Dean argues they inaccurately 
condemn racial fetishism as dehumanizing and neglect “the fundamen- 
tal psychoanalytic insight that the vagaries of desire are determined by 
neither identity nor difference.’** In the same piece that Dean singles 
out, McBride circumvents Dean's critique: “One of the dominant claims 
of that discourse [queer theory] is that attempts such as mine to po- 
liticize desire are tantamount to policing desire.’** I find Dean’s under- 
estimation, if not repudiation, of racial difference strange, particularly 
when reading a race-play porn video like Niggas’ Revenge. Bobby Blake, 
the adult entertainment industry legend, names Niggas’ Revenge as “the 
most powerful movie of [his] career” and points to the salience of racial 
difference in the fetishistic imaginary; indeed, he cites this difference as 
being responsible for his successful career as porn star.*” Blake recounts, 
“My persona, which had brought me so much success, was that of a cer- 
tain type of black man, an aggressive, masculine top:’*° Similarly, David 
Savran argues that the eroticization and spectacularization of racial 
difference in BDSM pornography “unequivocally remains the product 
of an imperialist fantasmatic and often appeals (like most pornogra- 
phy and, more significant, like most American cultural productions) 
to racial and ethnic differences in constructing its erotic scenarios.’*’ 
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Dean’s important reading of racial fetishism in race-play pornography 
does not fully consider the relationship of race and disavowal so vital to 
racial fetishism as contested and as an affirmation and denial of differ- 
ence.** Race-play pornography facilitates an ambivalent play of racial 
difference—a difference at once hyperbolized, mocked, dismantled, and 
profoundly played with—in which the fetishization of black corporeality 
is prominent. 


Beyond Black and Blue: Vanessa Blue, FemdomX.com, and 
White Male Humiliation 


Femdomx.com, which launched in 2004, is a hard-core BDSM website 
owned and operated by Vanessa Blue. The site presents a complex and 
contradictory negotiation of pain, pleasure, and power for the black 
female performer.’ Blue and the performers on her website navigate 
a conflicted, violent terrain of gender, race, and sexuality, traversing 
antebellum legacies of black women’s sexual violence and the feminist 
(largely lesbian feminist-led) debates about BDSM stemming from the 
late 1970s and early 1980s in which women of color, though marginal- 
ized, played a significant part. Blue is a veteran, highly accomplished 
black female porn performer whose websites feature primarily women 
of color.*° In addition to performing on her website, she also directs 
and films much of the material herself. As Mireille Miller- Young notes, 
Blue's entrepreneurial role as a pornographer creates critical opportuni- 
ties for self-authorship, “produc[ing] a space for black eroticism beyond 
the framework of stereotyped black sexuality in dominant porn”! In 
addition, Blue is candid and outspoken about racial discrimination in 
the industry, specifically the unique hardships black women face. 
Femdomx.com is a progressive enterprise in terms of its expansion 
of roles for black women in the industry.’ Blue “will never shoot a 
scene where the girl is anything less than in a position of power. There 
is enough product like that already”? She maintains that her femdom 
vision is about allowing “the girls to fuck back.’°* When speaking of 
her role as director/performer, Blue states, “I wanted to totally dig in on 
the girl power. I was able to take all of my ladies and empower them to 
fuck the way that they have been getting fucked in previous movies.’*’ 
She seems to posit that BDSM performance is self-empowering and fos- 
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ters sexual agency for black women. Yet despite championing what she 
calls the “power of the pussy,” Blue says that she is not “interested in 
pushing any type of pro-black feminine agendas.’*® There is a curious 
inconsistency here. Firmly sited in the genre of black porn, employing 
predominately black women performers on her site, vocal about the dis- 
crimination of black women in the industry, and enunciating a seem- 
ingly feminist “fuck back” philosophy, Blue is not willing to “push any 
type of pro-black feminine agendas?” Her remark communicates an 
important ambivalence with regard to race that mirrors the industry's 
equivocal stance toward black women as simultaneously desired and 
disavowed. It also reflects Blue's careful and strategic negotiation of race 
within such an industry. 

Femdomx.com features videos that range in severity from being in- 
vited to smoke a cigarette with partially clothed Blue as she reclines in 
bed to watching another black female performer get tickled to more 
elaborate and more violent scenes of domination, submission, fire play, 
and white male humiliation.** Larry Townsend, author of the pioneer 
BDSM guidebook The Leatherman’ Handbook (1972), defines humili- 
ation, a core element of BDSM practice, as “[a] conscious humbling of 
one partner by the other? Humiliation is “the psychological counter- 
part to physical pain.”®° Practices of humiliation in BDSM include de- 
based physical acts and verbal indignity. On Femdomx.com, race is a 
critical tool in the act of humiliation: the humiliation scenes on Blue's 
website can be categorized as a type of race play, though they are not 
explicitly marketed as such. 

For example, in Door 2 Door, a seemingly inane video about a white 
insurance man named Major who is disconcerted by a scantily-clad 
horny woman (played by Blue) during a site visit, the story shifts quickly 
and dramatically to an incisive account of black-white interracial 
anxiety, aggression, and desire, specifically the ambivalent desirability 
of the black female body under the white heterosexual male gaze. 
The elaborately scripted scene includes two characters only: Blue and 
an unidentified middle-aged white male performer who plays Major, 
a novice insurance man whose agency has sent him to Blue’s home to 
update her insurance policy. Blue plays an anonymous widow with a 
suspicious past (her last two houses have caught on fire and her husband 
died mysteriously after she took out a life insurance policy on him). 


84 | PORNOGRAPHY’S PLAY(ING) OF RACE 


Figure 2.1. A scene from Door 2 Door 


In the video, Blue chastens her white male partner physically and 
verbally, choking him with various body parts (breasts and buttocks in 
particular), and ridiculing him with remarks about the insufficient size 
and skill of his penis. The black female body is a key weapon in this 
BDSM scene: she commands him to “choke between [her] big Black 
tits” while she violently squeezes her breasts around his face, suffocating 
him. Here, blackness, as Blue repeatedly says to Major, is “too much.” 
The hyperembodiment and corporeal excess of the black female body 
is evinced through visual effects and with language: close-up camera 
angles allow Blue’s body to fill the frame and Blue repeatedly refers to 
her body parts as “big” and to her “blackness” as “too much.” 

Steeped in stereotype and racial hyperbole, such humiliation scenes 
rest on a volatile substratum of racial-sexual alterity. Though the 
staging of Door 2 Door is elaborate and reveals scripted, albeit quasi- 
comical, characterizations and plot lines, race emerges victorious as the 
crux of the BDSM scene. While black female sexuality is configured 
as superabundance, imbued with the power to make one choke, white 
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male sexuality, which is also registered largely somatically, is portrayed 
as lack. However, black female sexuality emerges ambivalently as both 
deficiency and excess—the black female body’s lack of desirability under 
the white male gaze and its somatic and libidinal superfluity. Blue con- 
tinually badgers her white male sub about his genital inadequacy, spe- 
cifically in relation to her own body. In turn, this corporeal excess of 
black female sexuality is displayed against white masculinity and pre- 
sented as utterly deficient. That is, while a small penis is universally an 
undesirable characteristic in mainstream pornography, Major's small 
penis is especially problematic when confronted with the black female 
body and black female sexuality rendered as cavernous and rapacious. 
Humiliation scenes such as those in Door 2 Door illuminate both the 
racialized dynamics of violence in mainstream interracial pornography 
and the ways that race is explicitly evoked and used as an implement or 
a technology of BDSM. 

Blue jokes that “punishing young white boys” is one of her favorite 
things to do on femdomx.com.” For Blue, such punishment is not dis- 
criminatory; on the contrary, she jests, “it’s not racist, it's about spreading 
the love”? When asked if she considers her BDSM work as “trying to 
avenge hundreds of years of oppression,’ she responds, “only when I am 
fucking them in the ass”? Blues sardonic responses reveal her awareness 
of the racialized codings of sex acts and her recognition of the possible 
uses of BDSM to destabilize conventional hierarchies of power (particu- 
larly within the context of mainstream American pornography)—for ex- 
ample, a black female sodomizing a white male. Indicating the affective 
catharsis such role-playing permits “women of color,’ she states, “As far as 
girls, I just try to shoot beautiful women of color. Most of us have a lot of 
pent-up anger anyway. It’s just a matter of getting her to the point where 
she’s comfortable enough to release it.’** Blue presents the act of delivering 
pain as a release for pain carried in the flesh.*° Like Fisher, Blue “imagines 
an interracial desire in which white[ness]can be objectified” as a vehicle 
for black pleasure and power and as a perverse remedy for (black) pain.®° 
The essential, essentialized anger she suggests that women of color carry 
suggests an intimate understanding of black women’s ambivalent position 
in the US. adult entertainment industry. 

Race becomes essential in this type of humiliation scene, in which 
racial difference is fundamentally and stereotypically established and 
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eroticized. Door 2 Door illuminates the ways that Internet pornography 
vividly reaffirms that in cyberspace, race is not a utopian transcendent 
space where we can elide or ignore the categories of race and gender 
as critical categories of power. Internet pornography is a ripe place to 
interrogate how these categories and their power dynamics function in 
the virtual realm as critical markers of human difference. Femodomx. 
com reaffirms how representations of the body in cyber-pornography 
are deeply embedded in the sociopolitical, historical, and material 
conditions of everyday life. On femdomx.com, myths of black female 
sexuality are reinvigorated at the same time that they are challenged 
and their utter performativity and construction are made hyaline. 
In humiliation scenes such as in Door 2 Door, power is not radically 
redefined as it is still legible in the rubric of domination and submission. 
However, it may be reclaimed for the black female in the scene, who has 
the power to humiliate a white man and to vocalize an acerbic critique of 
both black women’s racial-sexual alterity and the binary of lust/disgust 
that characterizes responses to black female sexuality, especially under 
the heteronormative white male gaze. These dynamics of reinvigoration 
and challenge, reproduction and subversion represent a vibrant leitmotif 
pulsing through black women’s BDSM race-play performance. Blue’s 
performance and her commentary speak to the fantasies about and 
enactments of racialized violence (mytho-historically conceived) that 
sexual performance across the color line makes possible, particularly 
within the realm of BDSM pornography. 


“Tve become a bit fond of master”: Slavery’s Tether in the 
Mainstream Pornographic Race-Play Fantasy 


Producer/performer Kelly Madison’s Get My Belt, which was released 
on May 22, 2013, is a four-hour BDSM-themed hard-core pornography 
DVD that won BDSM Release of the Year at the 2014 XBIZ awards.*” 
The DVD consists of four diverse BDSM vignettes starring four 
well-known female performers, all partnered with Ryan Madison, a 
performer who is Kelly’s husband and business partner. Here I analyze 
in detail the closing race-play slavery vignette titled “The Final Chap- 
ter? It stars Ryan Madison as “Master” and black female porn star Skin 
Diamond as “Slave.” In the scene, he drags her to a small rustic cabin 
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to ravish her. Each “chapter” of the video is organized by the same (and 
very familiar) mainstream pornographic narrative sequence: “Fade Up,’ 
“BlowJob,’ “Sex,” and “Cumshots.” The repetitiveness of Madison's per- 
formed BDSM repertoire of sexualized aggression—deep throating, 
belt asphyxiation, hard-pounding vaginal and anal sex, and play with 
water—combined with the long duration of the vignettes (each of which 
averages approximately 50 minutes) and lack of dialogue compounds 
this monotony and renders the video somewhat tedious. These repeated 
sequences of sex and violence coupled with Madison’s sexual stamina 
lend a Sadean quality to Get My Belt. Though he plays the dominant in 
every chapter, the eponymous belt—the narrative device that loosely ties 
together these divergent and at times inchoate D/S fantasies—dominates 
Madison and his performance. 

In the multiple plays at work—age, religion, and water fetish—race 
emerges as dominant. As the scene with the most developed mise-en- 
scène—a clear, highly developed narrative; travel; multiple sophisticated 
sets; strong characterization; costumes; music; and dialogue—“The 
Final Chapter” ruptures the routine of Get My Belt.°* The final vignette 
reinforces the erotic magnetism of chattel slavery and the ambivalence 
of its memory in the pornographic imaginary. Scenes of black-white 
erotic domination/ submission in race-play pornography often employ 
the mise-en-scène of chattel slavery, whether a literal rendering, as in 
Get My Belt, or a more symbolic and rhetorical conjuring, as in the final 
example I discuss in this chapter.°’ In this section I first offer a discus- 
sion of the main performer, Skin Diamond, and the critical reception of 
Get My Belt to contextualize my reading of race play in the DVD. The 
binary of fantasy/reality continues to police race play performance in 
BDSM pornography, while the memory of chattel slavery is a salient 
narrative force in the drama. 

Often referred to as an “exotic beauty” in the press, Skin, who is of 
Ethiopian, Danish, Czech, Yugoslavian, and German descent, has re- 
cently risen to new heights of mainstream hard-core pornography star- 
dom. She was named the Female Performer of the Year at the Urban X 
Awards in 2012 and Adult Video News nominated her as Best New Star- 
let in 2012 and as Female Performer of the Year in 2013 and 2014.”° Born 
Raylin Christensen in 1987 in Ventura, California, where she lived until 
she was four, Skin lived in a good portion of her life in Scotland before 
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returning to California in her early twenties. Her account of her “acci- 
dental” entry into porn resonates with the tale of many a young woman's 
entry into the industry.” She cites an unquenchable libido, a fondness 
for sex, and “complete exhibitionist” tendencies as what motivated her 
career in the adult entertainment industry.”” Skin credits her early work 
in fetish modeling and “immersion in the fetish scene” as gateways to 
her entrance into BDSM porn.’* With this professional background and 
“a personal preference” for BDSM, hard-core BDSM porn was, as she 
saw it, “just the next step.’’* Since her debut in hard-core porn with 
Burning Angel, she has worked with top names in the industry such as 
Penthouse, Vivid, Evil Angel, Elegant Angel, Kelly Madison Productions, 
Kink.com, and more.”* Skin has also been successful in mainstream per- 
formance and modeling outside the adult entertainment industry.” 

Skin signals how pornography is important in BDSM’s invention and 
negotiation of the critical binaries of inside/outside and fantasy/real- 
ity. As “a self-described masochist”’’ who states that she is “heavily into 
BDSM; ’* it might seem strange that she apparently did not know when 
asked in a live interview what the acronym “BDSM” stands for.’? We 
might read this stumble as indicative of Skin’s questionable knowledge 
of the BDSM she performs as a porn star.*° Instead, Td like to resist the 
pejorative impulse of the critical framing of authenticity that scholars 
such as Newmahr have relied upon to differentiate “real” BDSM from its 
pornographic rendition. For Newmahr, “pornographic SM” problemati- 
cally invites what she terms “gawkers and wankers” within the BDSM 
community: “the wankers (men who attend SM clubs to masturbate 
while watching scenes) most clearly represent the boundary between 
the SM community and outsiders”? Newmahr asserts that pornography 
does not accurately represent the BDSM community and she stages this 
inauthenticity at multiple levels. First, mainstream porn typically depicts 
BDSM as kind of “alternative sex; when, Newmahr argues, BDSM is not 
fundamentally about sexual intercourse, at least as we conventionally 
imagine it.*” Second, as Skin recognizes, porn subscribes to a beauty and 
body ideal that repudiates the “defiant bodies” of the BDSM community, 
which are often overweight, “geeky; and do not conform to hegemonic 
gender roles.** Newmahr marshals the policing technique of authen- 
ticity to partition lifestyle BDSM from its ersatz, perverse, fantastical 
pornographic version. 
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However, I find that such demarcation creates a kind of damning 
moral hierarchy of access, involvement, and spectatorship vis-a-vis 
BDSM and a continued pathologization of pornography and moral po- 
licing of pornographic fantasy. Within this hierarchy, porn performs its 
familiar perversity—it distorts and misrepresents that which it endeav- 
ors to represent. I do not seek to undermine the import of the BDSM 
community by arguing that there is no difference between those who 
are committed to the practice and the “wankers and gawkers” who come 
to the club on the weekends to, as Newmahr writes, “ejaculate in their 
pants and leave.”** Rather, informed by a politics of perversion, I use 
Skin’s failure to identify what the abbreviation “BDSM” stands for to 
critique the policing power of authenticity that the fantasy/reality di- 
chotomy mobilizes. Instead, I would like to signal the multiple levels 
of BDSM performance and take note of BDSM pornography’s thorny 
relationship to BDSM. Cautioned by the unrelenting discipline of black 
authenticity, especially in the realm of black sexuality, I remain wary of 
the policing of BDSM on the grounds of authenticity.** 

Skin’s transcontinental personal history and mixed ethnicity bol- 
ster her sexual capital. She seems very aware of this currency as a black 
female performer within an industry still governed by white ideals of 
feminine beauty and bodies, one that is, as she says, “dominated by the 
normal porno look: blondes with big boobs.’*® This “normal porno 
look” even or perhaps especially when artificially created (i.e., through 
hair coloring and breast augmentation) signals the racialized, gendered, 
sexualized somatic codes of belonging that pornography both reveals 
and engenders. Blonde hair and large breasts represent not just a par- 
ticular racialized beauty hierarchy but also a claim to normalcy and 
humanity. Scholars such as Richard Dyer argue that the invisibility of 
whiteness as a racial position makes it possible for whites to claim that 
they are “normal” humans.*” 

With dark skin, dark hair, and a modest bust, Skin locates herself out- 
side the bounds of the industry’s corporeal normality. However, count- 
less interviewers have referred to her “unique look” in ways that overlook 
the racial difference that is responsible for its legibility.** For example, 
Fetish Buzz magazine writes that “her skin and look is [sic] quite dif- 
ferent from other models in the alternative genre, and renders [sic] her 
hard to forget.”*’ Adult Video News says that “the fascinating element of 
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this exotic beauty’s background” is her transcontinental upbringing.”° 
Another interviewer ascribes Skin’s ranking as “one of the hottest girls 
in the industry” to her “different looks’? Skin herself states that “there’s 
not really any girls that look like me in the industry”? In these recogni- 
tions of difference, blackness is the ghost in the room, a shadow seem- 
ingly recalcitrant to naming. Such descriptions communicate the way 
her racial difference is recognized, exoticized, and eroticized at the same 
time that blackness is paradoxically elided. In a familiar way, blackness is 
disavowed but nevertheless produces a racialized, sexualized difference. 
Skin recognizes, articulates, and strategically performs this difference in 
multiple arenas, perhaps beginning with her name. 

Skin states she chose her name because it had a “really nice ring.” 
However, I suggest that there is more behind such self-naming than 
sound.’ The name “Skin” facilitates an exegesis of the dynamics of ra- 
cial representation in pornography to elucidate both the strategic racial- 
sexual alterity she performs and the memory of racial-sexual violence 
of black womanhood that her BDSM pornographic performances en- 
gage.” Race play often involves a fetishization of the skin and other 
bodily features. Skin’s name not only capitalizes on this fetishization but 
also effects a kind of race play, enacting a critical yet playful labor of ra- 
cial difference.” Indeed, the names of black female porn stars have often 
performed this kind of racialized labor.’ 

The designation “Skin” signals the problematic logic of race that por- 
nography maintains. Fanon reveals how skin color, specifically blackness, 
serves as a visual racial referent that marks one as black in an anti-black 
world. For Fanon, the skin is in a sense a trap, a violation of (black) hu- 
manity, and under its “racial epidermal schema” the black (male) body is 
“overdetermined from without”; black skin bears the psychic and somatic 
“distort[ions]” of anti-black racism.” Echoing Fanon, Homi Bhabha iden- 
tifies the central and “common knowledge’ role of skin in the quotidian 
postcolonial “racial drama” of otherness. Kobena Mercer similarly calls 
black skin “the most visible signifier of racial difference.’’* Skin's self- 
naming suggests that she is not only aware of the black body-as-object ef- 
fected by the racial epidermal schema but also that she strategically mines 
and markets her embodiment of this objectification. 

Skin signals the complex currency of black female sexual difference 
in pornography. While Fanon recognizes skin as a principal marker of 
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blackness and of “lived experience,” Paul Gilroy argues against such 
“dermo-politics.’”’ Gilroy asserts that “today skin is no longer privileged 
as the threshold of either identity or particularity.’°° However, if, as Gil- 
roy posits, “the boundaries of ‘race’ have moved across the threshold of 
the skin,” contemporary mainstream pornography, as Skin’s name epito- 
mizes, might seem to disagree.’®’ Skin’s name and performance in Get 
My Belt illustrate pornography’s continued fetishization of black skin 
as an erotic threshold to be delineated and crossed. While Skin’s skin 
evinces a history of European colonialism and empire, her performance 
in Get My Belt portrays a distinctly American romance of coloniality. 
As I discuss further in the following chapter, since the stag genre of the 
early- to-mid-1900s, pornography has been deeply invested in repre- 
senting transgressions of this “threshold of the skin,” trespassing and 
mining the perceived boundary of black and white as a seemingly end- 
less repository of eroticism. 

The tension between Fanon’s and Gilroy’s theories of skin and race 
reflect larger historical shifts in epistemologies of race dating back to the 
transition in the seventeenth century from geography to skin color as a 
primary classification of race.’°* Unveiling the “economies of visibility” 
that are embedded in constructs of race and gender, Robyn Weigman 
elucidates the definition of race based on skin color as a technique of 
white supremacist ideology, analyzing how the visual “marks an epider- 
mal hierarchy as the domain of natural difference.’"°* Weigman con- 
tends that through the “visible taxonomy of the skin” we may witness 
the shifting disciplining of race itself.” Samira Kawash argues that skin 
is an ambivalent but salient marker of racial classification: “Race is on 
the skin, but the skin is the sign of something deeper, something hidden 
in the invisible interior of the organism (as organic or ontological). To 
see racial difference is therefore to see the bodily sign of race but also to 
see more than this sign, to see the interior difference it stands for?*°° S/ 
skin limns the convergence of interior and exterior in the technique of 
racialization.’®® As an erotic racial fetish, skin articulates what is visible 
and what cannot be visible. Indeed, the racialization of skin is informed 
by the inside/outside binary that energizes BDSM. 

Beyond challenging the racialized hegemonies of beauty and body 
that permeate the adult entertainment industry and conveying the 
epidermal technology of race, Skin’s name contests the universality of 
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whiteness within BDSM. The name stakes a particular claim for her as 
a black female performer within this space. While many public BDSM 
practitioners of color have exposed the marginalization and (in)visibility 
of people of color in the BDSM community, Weiss has recently ana- 
lyzed how whiteness operates in the BDSM community as more than “a 
demographic issue.” She sees it as “a nonracial, universal subject posi- 
tion in relation to the visibility of raced—nonwhite—practitioners” and 
argues that this universality perpetuates the multifaceted exclusion of 
people of color from the scene.” 

If Skin’s stage name signals the performativity of her own racial 
exoticism, it also summons the history of racial and sexual violence 
against black women, a history that her performance in Get My Belt re- 
cites. The name connotes the function of skin as a vehicle of history—a 
“principal medium that has carried the past into the present” °? James 
Roach notes that skin simultaneously signifies a difference that is only 
“skin deep” and an essential “deep skin” that contradicts such differ- 
ence.'°? Black women writers have documented this depth of skin—its 
existence as a site of memory, particularly the memory of the trauma 
of chattel slavery. Spillers considers this memory to be pain etched in 
the archives of flesh.*’® Toi Derricotte’s statement that “the body has 
memory,’ resounds here, reverberating with Toni Morrisons concept 
of “skin memory.’’*’ Morrison describes skin as a site that chronicles 
the remembrance of pain and “the body’s recollection of pleasure”? 
For Morrison, skin memory is distinctly sexual; the flesh is a palimp- 
sest of sexual impression, “accumulating its own sexual memories like 
tattoos?” 

The term “skin memory” encapsulates BDSM as a carnal-psychic 
index of pain and pleasure. Lynda Hart situates BDSM performance 
“between the body and the flesh.” For Hart, the body and the flesh are 
two illusions that buttress the fantasy/reality cornerstone of BDSM. If 
the body is an invention of stability, an “anchor” in our quotidian reali- 
ties, the flesh is a liminal site, an elusive, illusory “phantasmatic ‘object’ 
of our desire, as well as our longings for and resistances to merging the 
distinctions between the real and the phantasmatic:’'’* Extending far 
deeper than the three layers of cells that constitute it, skin marks an am- 
biguous threshold of the body. Hart reads the flesh as a spatio-temporal 
entity that ambivalently mediates the already equivocal fantasy/reality 
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divide that characterizes BDSM.""* Deleuze argues that flesh is a central 
site of the masochist’s subjection and practice. Drawing on this theoreti- 
cal legacy, Amber Musser has recently revisited the flesh as representing 
the materiality of a difference that is neither fixed nor essential, but is 
rather in play. Like Skin, Musser spotlights the ways that flesh “oscillates 
between being a symptom of abjection and objectification and a terri- 
tory ripe for reclamation.”’’® Hence, the “ring” that attracted Skin to her 
stage name is indeed most sonorous. It resounds with the corporeality 
of BDSM, the complex epidermal logic of racialization, and the black 
female body’s conflicted psychic and physical memory of the trauma of 
sexual violence under chattel slavery, all of which BDSM pornography 
dynamically engages, as Get My Belt illustrates. 

History repeats itself. Debates waged about the alleged racism of Get 
My Belt in one online pornography community and shopping guide, 
Adult DVD Talk, uncannily reflect the feminist debates I discussed in 
the previous chapter surrounding whether BDSM reproduces or sub- 
verts racism. A forum on the site entitled “New Pornfidelity Scene a 
Bit Racist? Bad Taste?” discusses Get My Belt’s controversial race play, 
specifically its mining of the history of U.S. chattel slavery. Idlewild66 
opens the conversation: “I know its just porn, but anyone else think this 
scene is a bit much.” The lack of a question mark punctuating this 
sentence facilitates its reading as a declarative statement of Get My Belt’s 
excess rather than a question about it. Ninjai reconciles Get My Belt’s 
edginess with its technological sophistication, suggesting that the latter 
neutralizes the former: “It does seem over the line. But very impressive, 
technically. If all porn were this well-made I'd be spending lots more 
money on porn.’"’® Reflecting the erotic forte of the black/white binary 
and the “sex factory” of chattel slavery, agnostic states that “the slavery 
angle” is “too strong/juicy a taboo to let go.’'”? The debate touches upon 
the embattled icons of BDSM and slavery—shackles and whips. Finally, 
one viewer compares Get My Belt to The Night Porter (dir. Liliana Ca- 
vani, 1974), drawing a parallel between BDSM’ eroticization of Nazism 
and chattel slavery and posing the vexed yet persistent question of the 
black woman’s unspeakable pleasure: “I mean could a black woman have 
a BDSM submitting fantasy?”’?° 

Industry reviews of the video abound with advisories to those who sell 
and consume Get My Belt. The industry considered the video “different” 
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and edgy for the Madisons, whose nearly decade-old hardcore porn web- 
site, Pornfidelty.com, is known for its “eclectic taste” but “lighthearted 
fare”??? One review of Get My Belt, for example, encourages merchants 
to be careful about carrying the video and recommending it: “Be aware of 
your customer’s sensibilities and stock and recommend accordingly??? 
Another warns, “This is some rough shit so viewer’s [sic] beware!”!”* 
Others offered reassurances that the performers in Get My Belt consented 
willingly and experienced authentic pleasure. Kelly Madison Productions 
writes, “Get My Belt hits many controversial themes such as being held 
captive, struggles with desires of the flesh vs religion, Water BDSM, and 
slavery in which all the themes lead to one main theme, physical pleasure 
and sexual fulfillment of BOTH participants.’'** Such explications, as I 
discuss later, are familiar in the arena of hard-core BDSM porn. Yet it is 
not the “super rough sex,” “extra-hard-hitting” scenes that “challeng[e] 
conventional limits of sexual relationships,’ or contentious themes such 
as religion and aggressive BDSM that such critical advisories attest to.'”° 
The cause célébre here is race and its play in and with the memory of 
chattel slavery—a memory that is often evoked in the contemporary cin- 
ematic imaginary. 

Indeed, the comeback Ed Guerrero predicted during a brief hia- 
tus in the late 1980s following the 70-year reign of “the slavery motif 
and the plantation genre” in American narrative commercial cinema is 
upon us.’*° Get My Belt is evidence of pornography’s long-established 
habit of borrowing from and parodying popular culture. Films such 
as 12 Years a Slave (dir. Steve McQueen, 2013) and Django Unchained 
(dir. Tarantino, 2012) exemplify the renaissance of slavery as a theme 
in mainstream films. These recent films, particularly Django, boldly 
mimic the Blaxploitation genre and “attempt to recoup some of the 
cruder hegemonic manipulations and stereotypes depicted in the older 
films of the plantation genre.”!”” Such stereotypes are vivid in films 
such as Mandingo (dir. Richard Fleischer, 1975) and Passion Planta- 
tion (dir. Mario Pinzauti, 1977), works that teeter on the lines between 
pornography, exploitation, and historical romance in their explicit de- 
piction of interracial intimacy between blacks and whites in the con- 
text of an eroticized mise-en-scène of chattel slavery. Considering Get 
My Belt as plantation porn—an important extension of the plantation 
genre and not just indebted to it—reveals the already pornographic 
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Figure 2.2. Get My Belt’s “Pushing the Limits of Porn” 


place of slavery in the filmic imaginary. Pornography might be an ideal 
arena for staging slavery not only because of the erotic foundation or 
“sexual economy” of the peculiar, perpetual, institution but also because 
it is a genre less encumbered by the gaze of historical accuracy—the 
“fidelity to the truth of slavery”—that Jasmine Cobb has problematized 
in the neo-plantation genre.’”* 

Get My Belt is part of the lineage of slavery films, most recently 
concluding with Django, a film it unabashedly appropriates in its 
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aestheticization of chattel slavery, quasi-campy excess, melodrama, use 
of violence, racial hyperbole, and shocking revenge finale (which I will 
discuss in a moment). This mimicry is not lost on Get My Belt’s viewers, 
one of whom suggested an alternate title that humorously refers to this 
borrowing: “Djang-Ho Unchained.” Get My Belt is not the first porn 
film to explicitly borrow from Blaxploitation. Pornography maintains a 
fertile cross-pollination with the genre. Lialeh (dir. Barron Bericovichy, 
1973), a film that many recognize as the first feature-length black hard- 
core film, stylistically, aesthetically, and thematically borrowed from the 
Blaxploitation genre. In turn, Blaxploitation offered vivid representa- 
tions of a distinctly pornographic black sexuality to a mainstream cin- 
ematic audience, beginning in 1971 with Van Peebles’s legendary Sweet 
Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song, which was, in fact, made under the guise of 
a pornography film. Van Peebles recounts that “one of the security mea- 
sures I had adopted was telling everyone I was making a nudie film.”!*° 
Using the label of pornography, Van Peebles was able to employ non- 
union personnel and attract a certain type of actor who was willing to 
perform sexual acts in front of a camera and act in the nude. Peebles’s 
language, “telling everyone I was making a nudie film,” reveals that the 
alignment of porn and blaxploitation went beyond symbolic and/or 
ideological. 

Get My Belt thematically, aesthetically and narratologically capitalizes 
on the slavery motif currently in vogue in American popular cinema, 
which is itself a realization of the erotic magnetism of this history.*** 
Still, this is not Armond White's “torture porn,” the condemnatory term 
the film critic uses to slam 12 Years a Slave as a “shock fest” and “hor- 
ror show.’!*? White censors the film through the language of pornog- 
raphy and BDSM. Labeling it a work of “sadistic art” and “one-sided 
masochism,” White scorns the entanglement of 12 Years with violence 
and pleasure: “McQueen, Ridley and Gates’ cast of existential victims 
wont do. Northup-renamed-Platt and especially the weeping mother 
Liza (Adepero Oduye) and multiply-abused Patsey (Lupita Nyongo), 
are human whipping posts—beaten, humiliated, raped for our delecta- 
tion just like Hirst’s cut-up equine”??? Similarly, in Get My Belt, pleasure 
and/in violence is instantiated on the body of the enslaved black female, 
Skin. White's rhetorical reliance on BDSM in his censure of the film 
is revealing: for him, BDSM is the reason for the film’s “repugan[ce]” 
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and “perversion.” White signals, as Get My Belt exemplifies, that BDSM 
is a vibrant leitmotif within and vehicle for the performance of chattel 
slavery. 

Part IV, “The Final Chapter,” opens to a close-up of a tree trunk, then 
pans to display a rural western background—dry grass, rolling hills 
strewn with rocks, winding dirt paths, and low wiry shrubs that offer 
no cover from the glaring sun in a cloudless, cornflower-blue sky. The 
extra-diegetic sound of twangy guitar music punctuated by the hissing 
of rattlesnakes further stages the pastoral quality of the scene. Right 
away in this opening scene there seems to be some kind of slippage— 
aesthetic and aural—between plantation film and spaghetti western. In 
this mythological setting, Get My Belt’s imitation of Django, what Henry 
Louis Gates Jr. refers to as a “postmodern, slave-narrative Western,” is 
clear.'** If Get My Belt suffers from a kind of narratological confusion, 
it is impressive in its high production value, evidenced in crisp editing, 
aerial photography, soundtrack, elaborate sets, costumes, props, and so 
forth. 

Skins voice immediately comes in to dominate this orchestra of 
sounds, as the two main characters, Skin and Madison, appear in the 
frame. At a slow gait, Madison, puffing a cigar and wearing a cowboy 
hat, a long-sleeved shirt, a vest, and leather riding chaps and boots, 
rides toward the camera on a white horse. The bright white of his shirt 
mirrors that of the horse’s coat. Both glare in what looks to be a mid-day 
sun. He carries a long leather whip in his left hand; in his right, he holds 
a rope that leads to the waist of captive Skin, who trails behind him and 
his horse, wearing a loose faded dress and metal shackles at her hands 
and feet. In a voiceover, she states: 


We walked ten miles to Massa's new farm today. At first it was me and Zig 
but he fell too much and Master said he wouldnt be that much useful on 
the ranch if he couldn't walk. So we just left him there. I think he was just 
faking it so he could escape later. I should have done the same but I’ve 
become a bit fond of Master. At first it hurt a little, the lashes, but now 
Ive grown to liking it. 


This dialogue further differentiates this chapter of the DVD from the 
others, which are mostly dialogue free. It establishes Skin as “Slave” and 
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Ryan as her “Massa” and introduces the centrality of chattel slavery in 
Get My Belt’s race-play narrative.’*° This “grown-to-liking-it” casting 
of sex in the violent scene of domination/submission is familiar within 
multiple registers, including pornography. Anti-porn feminists have 
historically critiqued this framing of women’s sexual pleasure using the 
concept of the rape myth, arguing that such rhetoric both reflects and 
perpetuates women’s sexual abuse within the institution of hetero-sexist 
patriarchy.'*” In the antebellum milieu of racialized, sexualized domina- 
tion and submission that the scene draws upon, this rape myth is forged 
differently, nuanced by the “sexual economy of slavery” in which the law’s 
refusal to recognize the rape of an enslaved woman protected the social, 
political, and economic power of the plantation economy.*** Reflecting 
this kind of historical impossibility of the enslaved black female's rape, 
Skin’s language of “grown to liking it” articulates the profoundly ambig- 
uous yet nonetheless critical labor of apparent consent that black women 
performed. As Saidiya Hartman argues, “The simulation of consent in 
the context of extreme domination was an orchestration intent upon 
making the captive body speak the master’s truth as well as disproving 
the suffering of the enslaved?**? Hartman argues that this simulation 
of not just consent but also of agency was central to the enslaved black 
body’s constitutive function as “property of enjoyment,’ a vehicle of and 
for white pleasure.'*° Or, as Spillers puts it, “the captive body becomes 
the source of an irresistible, destructive sensuality? **” 

At the intersection of the pornographic and the antebellum, we 
can read Skins “grown to liking it” as “speak[ing] the master’s truth” 
However that reading does not necessarily account for the autonomy, 
albeit conflicted, of her pleasure and what it speaks, even as pleasure 
that problematically serves as a vehicle of consent. The possibility of 
her pleasure both complicates and is complicated by the negation of 
her will because of her status as “thing, as a slave.“ Reenacting this 
antebellum “scene of subjection” in the twenty-first-century context of 
pornography brings into relief the vexed question of the enslaved black 
females unspeakable pleasure and its messy entanglement with issues of 
consent, will, and agency. As Scott notes and as Get My Belt illustrates, 
such scenes “are consciously spectacular representations produced for 
the (sexual) excitement of those who consume them that call attention 
to, as part of the excitement, the historical processes of the production 
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of racial difference through humiliation and domination?’**? BDSM 
pornography brings into relief the pornographic and sadomasochistic 
pleasures in racial difference to highlight the function of race as an erot- 
icized technology of domination.'** 

Skin’s articulation of her pleasure in race play echoes the voices of 
many black women BDSMers who express purportedly deviant desire. 
She states, “I feel like it gets me off more when it’s so wrong’? Porn Fi- 
delity discusses this conflicted pleasure in their description of The Final 
Chapter, writing that Skin is “tormented by the conflict of wanting to 
escape her abusive owner but loving the feel of his hard cock at the same 
time.’’*° The taboo narrative of race play and the sheer physical aggres- 
siveness of the scene heighten Skin’s pleasure. Her statement that “I do 
really enjoy scenes that are more on the rough side” articulates the criti- 
cal entanglement of pleasure and pain in her BDSM performance.'*’ For 
her, pain seems to be about both bodily sexual pleasure and a kind of 
emotional gain or psychic triumph. She states, “But I get so much more 
satisfaction when I have to suffer through something and overcome it! It 
makes me feel strong and makes me realize how tough I am! Also, when 
you[r] body is experiencing that much pain, it releases a lot of endor- 
phins which makes for more intense orgasms”? Skin communicates an 
understanding of race play that is not necessarily therapeutic, but one 
that encompasses a kind of redemptive suffering that engenders feelings 
of agency and power. Elaine Scarry has argued that agency is a physical 
experience of bodily pain.’*” In addition to articulating the effect of the 
physiological response to pain and its mimicry of sexual arousal through 
the release of endorphins, elevated blood pressure and pulse, muscular 
tautness, and increased breath rate, Skin articulates what Karen Halt- 
tunen terms the “pornography of pain,” the entanglement of revulsion 
and arousal that marks the representation and experience of pain as 
taboo in modernity.’*° Revealing the ways that the civilizing project 
of humanitarian reform influenced the Anglo-American sociocultural 
construction of pain as “obscenely titillating,” Halttunen argues that “the 
pornography of pain” emerged in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries as humanitarian reform that paradoxically produced the ob- 
scenity of pain that it morally policed in popular culture.” 

Skin's voiceover prompts a flashback as we cut to an image of her nude 
body suspended by the arms from a tree as she enjoys the lashes of the 
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whip. The camera zooms in on her bare breasts glistening with sweat. 
With every crack of the whip, she winces and moans. Her voiceover con- 
tinues, now in direct, albeit conflicted, mediation of the enactment of 
eroticized violence. She says, “To be honest, I kind of like the things he 
does to me but that dont mean I wouldn't escape first chance I got.” One 
review of Get My Belt fashions this statement as the Madisons’ deliber- 
ate attempt to assert some kind of enslaved black female autonomy in 
amelioration of their explicit eroticization of slavery.” While this care- 
fully scripted dialogue represents in part the Madisons’ careful efforts 
to explicitly articulate Skin’s pleasure in this play of race, her words also 
underline the ambivalence of pleasure, signal the complex and complicit 
libidinal and political economies in pornography’s play of race, and set 
up the surprise ending of Get My Belt. 

Following this whipping analepsis, Master drags Slave by a belt around 
her neck into a rustic wood cabin on a dude ranch, where the sex acts 
and most of the chapter take place, after the elaborate opening credits, 
which include an impressive montage of footage and an original musical 
score. Skin (who is now almost completely naked) is intricately bound to 
the wall by her arms and legs with various belts. Madison gets up from 
his seat at nearby table, where he tinkers angrily with metal tools and 
knives and commands Skin to meet his gaze: “Look at me!” When she 
will not, he raises his voice, yells at her again, then throws a knife into 
the wall, just missing the left side of her face. He pulls the knife out of the 
wall to trace the blade against her face, then begins to lick her face. His 
licking explicitly initiates what was up until now implicit yet clear—the 
“Massa’s” sexual desire for his slave. He goes down on her, then violently 
unlashes her from the wall, only to bind her again with a long sisal rope 
to a wooden chair where the sex begins, after some whiskey-lubricated 
oral sex and finger penetration. Through many different sexual and 
spatial positions—from the chair to the floor to the bed and back to the 
floor, where the sex finishes—Madison’s sexual repertory and dominant 
aggressive style of fucking is well established. He is both relentless and 
episodic: jackhammer fast at times, slow and deliberate at others. 

When the sex begins, the storyline dwindles. There is no real dia- 
logue for the remainder of “The Final Chapter” The play of race is less 
audio and more visual, staged, in the context of near-silence, by the 
mise-en-scène of the cabin.’** Its wooden-planked interior is sparingly 
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Figure 2.3. Skin and Master inside the cabin 


decorated with various accents to stage the imagined antebellum scene 
in which this coital encounter between Master and Slave is enacted— 
lanterns, horseshoes, a wooden bucket, a tattered woven rug, wood 
chips scattered on the wooden floor, and a small single bed. In this 
space, wearing no costumes but their skin(s), the bodies remain legible 
as Master and Slave. 

The sex ends with them fucking frantically on the floor in missionary 
style with her head resting on the saddle. Apparently physically 
exhausted, Slave asks Master to “please come inside [her]; which he 
presumably does before dismounting, then crumbling, seemingly 
enervated, next to the bed. In a post-orgasmic stupor and with his 
back to her and the camera, Master is unable to defend himself when 
Slave grabs eponymous belt from the floor, puts it around his neck, 
and strangles him. The scourge is finally in the hands of the “other? 
Just as she grabs the belt, the music cuts in again, similar to the extra- 
diegetic twangy guitar that played in the opening scene, although here 
it is more adventurous, joined by an upbeat horn to sound a suitable 
anthem of avenge. Skin sits on the bed for a moment, smooths her hair 
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as if to collect herself, then grabs his hat, dusts it off, and puts it on 
her head—an act which prompts another music change. She stands up, 
walks to the edge of the bed, and lifts her right leg to release a substantial 
amount of fluid from her vagina on his forehead. Then she spits on him, 
calls him an asshole, and walks outside the frame of the camera. 

The next scene cuts outside to Skin, topless and gallantly galloping 
on Master’s white horse as the rolling hills fade in the distance. Skin, a 
former equestrian vaulter in high school, is a skilled rider.'** The free- 
dom with which her bare breasts bounce mirror her newly gained lib- 
eration. The submissive becomes the dominant. Skin uses the master’s 
tools to kill the master. The belt as a fetishistic object that symbolizes 
her eroticized submission is transformed into an object that facilitates 
her domination of her master. In this act, Get My Belt resembles Django 
and imitates the mercurial social hierarchies of the Blaxploitation and 
spaghetti western genres. It also reflects the fluidity of power roles such 
as top and bottom in BDSM."** After Skin rides out of the frame the 
screen goes black momentarily to showcase the pornfidelity.com logo 
before cutting back to Madison inside the cabin. His eyes dramatically 
flash open with the extra-diegetic sound of loud a keyboard note before 
the screen goes black again. 

More than a campy horror-film-esque finale, Get My Belts dramatic 
revenge ending is a critical part of the play of race and a unique racial- 
ized rendition of the pornographic money shot.'*® Here the money shot 
is scripted by the reversal of the racialized dynamics of domination and 
submission, master and slave. I offer a more comprehensive reading of 
the money shot and female ejaculation in chapter 4, but for now, the 
money shot or cum shot, a salient spectacle in U.S. hard-core moving- 
image porn, provides visual evidence of the “truth” of conventionally 
male sexual pleasure.'*” While the money shot serves the function in 
pornography as “narrative closure,’ here it also is a critical theoretical 
aperture through which we see the complex dynamics of racialized and 
gendered pleasure and power at play in the film.’** In this vengeance fi- 
nale, both the conventional gender dynamics of the money shot (i.e., she 
“ejaculates” on his face) and the racialized power dynamics that script 
the master-slave encounter are reversed. Narratives of racialized revenge 
are central in interracial pornography, and BDSM is an apt lens through 
which to read these dramas. 
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Semi-clear and viscous, the fluid Skin releases onto Madison's face, 
whether her own ejaculate, his cum, or a combination of both, sym- 
bolizes racialized revenge. Like Blue's performance of racially charged 
domination, this performance is structured by a racial revenge that 
underscores the volatility of race play and the veering racial and gen- 
der dynamics of power that electrify its precarious boundaries. Here 
the money shot is both visual evidence of male and/or female pleasure 
and part of the narrative of racialized aggression between “Master” and 
“Slave.” Read as female ejaculation, the act is a visual testimony of her 
unspeakable pleasure in the “monstrous intimacies” of racialized sexual 
domination and submission that have just taken place.’*? The fact that it 
takes place after the sex is over reflects Deleuze’s theorization of masoch- 
ism in which the orgasm—which is never the masochist’s objective—is 
postponed.'®° We might read this finale as a triple murder. Madison's 
death (actual or attempted) is framed by “la petite mort” that precedes 
it: his and her orgasm. Read as a kind of regurgitation of his ejaculate in 
which she performs the money shot to make his pleasure visible to the 
audience, the act is a mediation and critical repudiation of his pleasure. 
Her rejection of his semen is a deed that rejects her body as the place of/ 
for his pleasure. Here, the ever-ringing words of June Jordan become a 
kind of alternative extra-diegetic soundtrack: “[she] [does] not consent.” 
Skin’s body will not carry the “evidence of slime.” 


Amateur Race-Play Pornography 


Danny Sisko, the owner of Pudding Foot Productions, is an amateur 
independent black male race-play porn producer who specializes in 
black-white lesbian race play and (inter)racial domination, specifically 
black female humiliation. He has been producing and selling race-play 
video pornography since February 2012 and aims “to be the number one 
provider of black race play.’’®* Sisko’s own personal fetish of race play 
motivated his entrance into production; producing race-play pornog- 
raphy emerged as a solution to the difficulty of the “live” practice for 
him. Because of the forbidden quality of the practice, he struggled to 
find play partners and “decided to start making videos so I can enjoy 
the experience over and over again.”’** Though he began making the 
videos for his “own enjoyment” and consumption, high production 
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costs led him to for-profit production. He states, “I always fantasized 
about creating a business that could make money at doing what I love 
to do??? Sisko, who is not professionally trained in videography, does 
“everything” at Pudding Foot Productions, including filming, writing, 
directing, and editing. The primary challenge for him is production: “It’s 
very time consuming. I try to spend an hour a day on it” Sisko notes 
the difficulty of finding “avenues for marketing” his race play pornog- 
raphy because “many web sites and other social media outlets ban it or 
flag it and people get offended by it?”*°* His account of these obstacles 
highlights the challenge race play presents to the device of fantasy and 
a particular moral code of sexuality. Because of what he calls the “taboo 
nature” of race play, he recognizes that “race play [porn] is an under- 
served niche.”’®* 

Sisko imagines himself as capitalizing on the sociocultural proscrip- 
tion of race play. He states, “And you know, so people who find me, 
they tend to be overjoyed that they have this content.’’®° In addition to 
producing his own videos, Sisko makes custom race-play videos that 
cater to consumers individual fantasies. He views custom video produc- 
tion as enabling him to bring to life the race-play fantasies of others and 
make a profit. His race-play videos, sold as clips or as full-length videos, 
are available on the popular pornography website clipsforsale.com. His 
eighteen race-play videos present a range of narratives, mise-en-scénes, 
video quality, performers, and duration.'®’ What unites this diverse col- 
lection is the performance of black female racial-sexual abjection. Sisko’s 
race-play pornography reflects his own “personal preference” for “black 
racial humiliation.”’** 

Black female sexuality occupies the literal and figurative bottom 
in Sisko’s race-play pornography: “My fetish videos feature interracial 
lesbian femdom domination. The femdoms I use are primarily white 
women, and the submissives are primarily black women. I also use 
other nationalities as femdoms such as Hispanic and Asian women, but 
I normally always use black women as the submissives.’’® His use of 
predominately white female tops with black female bottoms reifies the 
erotic magnetism of the black/white binary. These statements corrobo- 
rate how black womanhood operates for Sisko and within his work as 
a seemingly stable signifier of racialized debasement and racial-sexual 
alterity. 
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As in Blue’s femdomx.com, race here becomes a fundamental tool 
of BDSM. The racial-sexual currency of black womanhood heightens 
the level of humiliation, making the race play “extra erotic,’ in Sisko’s 
words.’”° While Sisko notes that the racialized humiliation of black 
womanhood is very much a personal fetish, he believes that black fe- 
male abjection appeals more universally, because of the history of chattel 
slavery and racism: 


I think I like to see the black woman on the bottom because I just think 
it intensifies the injustice and the cruelty of the, you know, the whole 
domination experience, you know. I just think there’s something to do 
with, like I said, the cruelness of it all that, you know with slavery and 
the history of racism in this country and the injustices that have gone on. 
I think that it just kind of intensifies the humiliation factor in the whole 


paradigm." 


His statement reinforces the erotic currency of chattel slavery in the 
BDSM play of race. In referring to “slavery and the history of racism,” 
Sisko complicates the rubric of fantasy in which he situates his race play 
pornography. Reading race play though a pornographic intermediary 
reveals familiar elements—the salience of the history of chattel slavery 
in our erotic imaginary, black women as representatives of this history, 
the enduring tension of the fantasy/reality binary, and the continued 
disciplining of black sexuality. Sisko’s race-play pornography sketches 
the physical and metaphorical boundaries of race play to demonstrate 
how pornography’s dynamic play of race is multifaceted and complex, 
encompassing more than the performances in front of the camera. 
While Get My Belt’s race play is explicitly sexual (following the edicts 
of the genre of mainstream hard-core porn), Sisko’s amateur race play 
is less sexually hard core and more explicit with regard to racial play, 
consistently using graphic racial language and stereotypes. Scott finds 
that “the more commercial and mainstream the black-white porn story 
(i.e. the more likely you can pick up a magazine from a rack in a store 
and read a porn story in it), the more muted such racial hyperbole is? 7? 
As I reveal here, this racial hyperbole is not without its anxiety and am- 
bivalence. We might read this lack of explicit conventional “sex” and 
sexual pleasure as characteristic of masochism itself. Deleuze for ex- 
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ample, separates sexual fulfillment and masochism, identifying it as a 
mode of suspense and delay, “a state of waiting”’’’ He argues that “dis- 
avowal, suspense, waiting, fetishism, and fantasy together make up the 
specific constellation of masochism? ™* Similarly, Studlar contends that 
the “masochistic aesthetic” is comprised of the elements of “fantasy, dis- 
avowal, fetishism, and suspense?’ Most of Sisko’s race-play videos lack 
genital penetration and might be read as instantiating BDSM’s polymor- 
phous perversity and degenitalization of pleasure. 

Siskos videos begin with a textual warning and disclaimer. These seek 
to preempt the audience's assumption that the acts on screen reflect the 
racial politics of the producer and/or performers. The following two 
statements appear on a black screen in bold red and white letters: 


Warning 
This video contains hardcore racial humiliation with racial slurs, if you 
are offended by such content, do not watch this video. 


Disclaimer 
This video was made for those who have a fantasy race play fetish; the 
actors are only role playing and the action is simulated. 

The makers of this video had no intention to degrade or offend 
any race, but cater to those who enjoy race play. Neither the actors 
nor the producers of this video are racist. 


Such warnings are common in BDSM pornography and other types of 
extreme hard-core pornography.'”° Underlying these warnings is the 
long-standing question of whether pornography does harm to per- 
formers, to producers, and to viewers. Warnings preemptively serve to 
mediate this harm, which is especially a concern in the genre of bareback 
pornography and its potential to propagate HIV.’”’ They are engendered 
by a desire to disclaim the belief that pornography might be accountable 
for shaping the behavior of viewers, even though it is this very belief 
such warnings seek to deny.’”® These warnings are thus predicated upon 
a kind of responsibility and denial performed through the construct of 
the fantasy/reality binary. 

Like other black BDSMers who express their race-play fantasies, Sisko 
uses the rhetoric of fantasy to resituate race play within a (purportedly) 
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insular, depoliticized, and protected space. Sisko’s disclaimer that his 
work is fantasy attempts to mediate, if not mitigate, pornography’s pur- 
ported harm. First, it serves to block potentially offended viewers be- 
fore they enter into the cyberworld of race play pornography. Second, 
it doubly exploits the rubric of fantasy with its assertion that the videos 
are both the product of fantasy and are produced for likeminded people 
who share that fantasy. Sisko’s disclaimers originated from a space of 
personal fear: 


Honestly, when I put out my first video I was incredibly scared to do 
it. Because I felt that there'd be a big backlash and I thought the ACLU 
would come after me. And Jessie Jackson and everyone else would, you 
know, rise up against me. And I was incredibly scared of a backlash and 
the taboo nature of the whole subject, especially being a black man. So 
I felt I needed to put that disclaimer just so that people know that, you 
know, hey, this is just a sexual fantasy. It’s nothing real about it. I don't 
mean any harm to any black woman or just any black people or anybody 
that is offended by this, by this content. I just am trying to fulfill a fantasy 
and that’s all it is: a fantasy for people that have this fetish. ° 


Anxiously engaging the rhetoric of fantasy, this disclaimer manifests as 
a kind of self-policing that introduces the salient themes of the fantasy/ 
reality divide and the racial-sexual discipline that charge the fraught 
play of race in Sisko’s pornography. 

Reverberating with long-standing debates about race play in the 
BDSM community, these warnings echo historical advisories in the 
context of live BDSM performance, pedagogy, and protocol. In 2004, 
prompted by the enduring controversy of race play, The Eulenspiegel 
Society (TES), which is recognized as the oldest BDSM community 
support and educational group in the United States (it was founded 
in 1971), issued a warning as part of their annual TES Fest Edge Play 
Track."*® The programming chair, Lolita Wolf, was inundated with 
complaints about a race-play workshop entitled “Nigger Play: Free at 
Last!” that was led by black male BDSM educator and self-identified 
masochist Mike Bond.’*’ The majority of these grievances objected 
to the use of the word “nigger” in the workshop’s title.’*” In response, 
Wolf wrote she was reluctant to “censor” TES’s use of the word “nigger” 
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because of the organization's reputation for negotiating the vanguard of 
BDSM play.'** To resolve this quandary Wolf instituted a warning that 
accompanied the TES Fest class schedules that year: 


WARNING: This track contains material that may be offensive or ob- 
jectionable to some people. We respect your rights to make choices 
about which workshops you would like to attend. If you are uncomfort- 
able or disturbed by any of these topics, please move on to something 
that does interest you and do not click on the links below for more 
information. Remember there are more than 65 other workshops at 
TES Fest 04.'°* 


This warning speaks loudly about race in its silencing of race. That is, 
as in the exchanges regarding Skin Diamond's elusive difference, here 
blackness fails to be explicitly named. Indeed, the generality of this 
warning belies the centrality of race in the politics of BDSM pedagogy 
and practice. It is significant that more than three decades since the 
formation of TES, an organization known for charting the transgres- 
sive edges of BDSM, race was the issue that prompted such an advisory. 
Even as “nigger” is invited to the space of play, s/he is jettisoned from 
the scene. This demonstrates what Robert F. Reid-Pharr identifies as a 
paradox of Occidental modernity: that “the nigger is absent even and 
especially when his body is present:’*** 

As reflected in Bond’s incendiary workshop title “Nigger Play: Free 
at Last!,” the word “nigger” is “central to the play” in delineating the 
specific type of play he teaches.’*° Nigger play refers to a particular sub- 
missive mode of eroticized black abjection, that, as he is clear to articu- 
late, does not include the “black over white model, except to make this 
point: submissive white men have always had the freedom to engage 
in their form of ‘affirmative action’ race play at the hands of ‘powerful 
black women, It’s considered cute and PC”! Bond argues that white 
male submissives enjoy a privilege in performing race play that black 
subs do not: “It’s also considered cute for them to take it from a white 
mistress in the form of a ‘big black dildo’ or little white penis ridicule. 
Black slaves/submissives/bottoms on the other hand have tradition- 
ally been shackled by other peoples political correctness in the exer- 
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cise of our expression.”’®* He illuminates the racialized and gendered 
power dynamics that discipline race play. In using the word “free” in 
the title, Bond refers not to the affective freedom race play potentially 
engenders but rather to the increased acceptance of race play in BDSM 
communities—“how the ‘fetish’ of nigger play has gained freedom in the 
last three years in BDSM circles around the country as reflected in all 
the classes myself and others have taught.”’*’ Bond envisions his nigger- 
play pedagogy as an urgent intervention into the marginalization and 
discrimination of black people in the BDSM community: “The whole 
point of this class and my contributions to the race play movement has 
been to ADVANCE black rights in BDSM??? 

Similarly, for Sisko, the word “nigger”—although he codes it as a “ra- 
cial slur” in his introductory warning—maintains an urgent presence in 
his race-play performance. In Sisko’s work, the term “nigger” symboli- 
cally enacts the psychic and physical labor of a return to the traumatic 
past while highlighting the possibilities of pleasure in this history/pres- 
ent. It cues the simultaneous “degradation” and erotic zenith of black 
womanhood. Both Sisko and Bond maintain an investment in what 
Randall Kennedy, in his study of the “paradigmatic slur,” terms “the 
most socially consequential racial insult:’’’' Both cite the indispensable 
labor of this slur in the play of race. The word “nigger” is an utterance 
that sounds the entanglement of pain and pleasure that race play per- 
forms. It limns an ambivalent return to a painful history in which “the 
traumatic past is exacerbated as it is also soothed”??? 

The TES nigger controversy sheds light on the racialized and gen- 
dered politics of BDSM, illuminating the vital ways race informs the 
practice to expose how the purportedly universal creed of BDSM 
consent is not so generic and comprehensive as one might think. For 
black BDSMers, consent is often not a kind of neoliberal individual 
agreement, but a larger contract that includes a responsibility to some 
phantasmatic black community, allegiance to an invention of black au- 
thenticity, and homage to a particular recognition of history. Bond ar- 
gues that indictments against the word “nigger” and nigger play reflect a 
“woeful misunderstanding of SsC—consent.”’** He asserts, “Consent is 
a kink doctrine that applies between BDSM player one, two or three. It 
is not a call for a player to seek the permission for whatever community 
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claims him or her... . Why use consent to create special censorship rules 
for blacks?”’** Blackness profoundly complicates the terms of BDSM, 
even as it lays them bare. 

Perhaps mirroring the caveats that commence Siskos pornography, 
in an effort to resist the pathologization of Sisko and his work and/or 
condemn his treatment of black women, Td like to document more of 
his own conceptualization of his race play. He does not feel that such 
interracial domination is at odds with his affection or respect for black 
women, maintaining, “I don’t hate black women”??? Sisko proclaims: 


I am an artist at heart and I believe that it’s coming through in my work 
and, you know, I just wanted to reiterate that, you know, I’m not trying 
to disrespect black women or, you know, or to hurt them in any way. It’s 
just a fetish I have. I you know I love black women but at the same time 
I don't know why . . it’s just a humiliation factor that is the reason that 
I do this.’’° 


In articulating that interracial domination and black female humiliation 
are fetishes for him, he signals the discipline of sexual pleasure and 
fantasy. His effort at etiology contradicts the kind of aberrancy he 
attempts to circumvent by citing his “love” for black women. The 
continuing need to explain purportedly abnormal pleasures by those 
who relish in practicing them and/or those who seek to scientifically 
asses them often reifies the deviance it seeks to dismantle, further 
strengthening the dichotomy of normal/abnormal. Aided by a politics 
of perversion, I seek not to explain race play but to elucidate the multiple 
ways it may be experienced and how it illuminates the experience of 
black female sexuality. 

The prominence of the “humiliation factor” in Sisko’s race-play 
pornography is exemplified in Get Out of My Town (dir. Danny Sisko, 
2012), a video that stars Mistress Betty Sue and Slave Mabel. The story 
is loosely premised on Betty Sue’s racist objection to the fact that Mabel 
is staying in the same motel as she is. When the KKK notifies her that 
there is a “nigger bitch” on the premises, Betty Sue visits Mabel’s room 
to forcefully evict her. Get Out of My Town eroticizes the violent racial 
discipline of the black female body in the space of whiteness. Another 
one of his best-selling race play videos, Nigger 911 (dir. Danny Sisko, 
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2012), a custom video, similarly depicts the sexualized policing of the 
black female body at the hands of the white female. In Nigger 911, Mis- 
tress Francheska plays a cop who visits the home of Slave Coco, whom 
she suspects is guilty of the recent crimes in the neighborhood. Shortly 
after interrogation, the punishment begins. Both videos speak to long- 
standing stereotypes about blackness, criminality, and contamination 
hinged on black female sexuality. Sisko’s work signals the racial-sexual 
geography at work in race play, its eroticized demarcation and policing 
of racialized space. As is evident in Vanessa Blue’s Door 2 Door, in Get 
Out of My Town race is integral to both the technique of BDSM and the 
pornographic narrative, indeed seeming to not only eclipse but also to 
become the narrative. 

Get Out of My Town begins with a knock on a motel-room door. The 
room is small and modest, with bright blue walls, garish floral bed- 
spreads, window curtains hanging off the track, and an old box televi- 
sion. Slave Mabel, a large-breasted black woman wearing a black halter 
chemise, answers the door. She asks, “Who is it?” When no one replies, 
she opens the door. An equally large-breasted white woman wearing a 
leopard-bra top and cut-off jean shorts stands in the doorway. She in- 
troduces herself as Mistress Betty Sue and immediately states the reason 
for her visit. In a poorly affected southern accent that will not endure the 
duration of the 37-minute video, she states, “The KKK told me there’s 
a nigger bitch in our motel here, and we don't have nigger bitches in 
our hotel here and you look like a nigger bitch to me. You look like 
Aunt Jemima, by the way.’ Her acerbic words are belied her physical 
demeanor: smiling, batting her eyelashes, and flipping her dirty-blond 
hair, she is saucy. This incongruity evidences the play of race and the 
pleasure of its play. 

Here, the nigger identity is contested even as it is embraced. Mabel 
retorts, “Well, you know this is one Aunt Jemima bitch that would taste 
good melted in your mouth” This statement is representative of the 
kind of sexualized race pride she initially asserts to counteract Betty 
Sue’s debasement of black womanhood. That is, Mabel avows a kind 
of black sexual supremacy in response to Betty Sue’s anti-black racism 
and shaming of black female sexuality. For example, she declares that 
would never have sex with “honkeys,” that “once you go black you never 
go back,” and that “the darker the berry, the sweeter the juice? Betty 
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Figure 2.4. Get Out of My Town 


Sue becomes more aggressive in response to these rejoinders. She en- 
ters the hotel room, closes the door behind her, and restates her pur- 
pose: “We don't take niggers here. You need to go back, back to roots, 
back to the Kunta Kinte, back to the plantation houses. I think there's 
a place in Charleston waiting for you right now; I can book you flight 
real quick. Screw the flight. You're taking the bus!” Though Mabel holds 
her ground, replying, “I am not taking a bus. I am not taking a plane. I 
am not taking a train, because I am staying right here,” Betty Sue grabs 
her by the neck, pushes her down onto one of the double beds, mounts 
her stomach, and slaps her face. This moment marks a turning point 
in the video: the physicality of the race play dominates the rest of the 
scene and the demeanor of both women changes. Betty Sue asserts her 
dominance becoming physically aggressive while Mabel becomes ver- 
bally and physically submissive. 

The bed serves as the physical stage for the erotic play of race. 
Though there is no sex that would be legible in mainstream pornog- 
raphy (both leave on what little clothes they had on at the beginning 
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of the video),except that Betty Sue forces Mabel to lick her toes, the 
scene is distinctly erotic because of the sexualized violence—physical 
and verbal—of race play. Betty Sue grabs Mabel’s hair, pulls her head 
into her groin, and squeezes her thick thighs tightly around Mabel’s 
head. She demands, “How close have you been to a white crotch? Have 
you ever been this close to a white crotch? Huh? I think you like this. 
You like this, Aunt Jemima!” Mabel moans, cries, and laughs alterna- 
tively while Betty Sue proceeds to pin her down on the bed in a vari- 
ety of elaborate leg restraints that limit Mabel’s mobility and at times 
restrict her airway, becoming a kind of breath play. Kicking, slapping, 
and stomping on various parts of Mabel’s body, Betty Sue relies on a 


» « 


litany of trite stereotypes in her humiliation of Mabel. “Tar baby,’ “Aunt 
Jemima,” “ 
rotation in this racial-sexual drama. In their repetition, these erotic epi- 
thets are revealed to be performative utterances of black female racial- 
sexual alterity. 

Race play illuminates the slippery mix of degradation and pleasure 
that these stereotypes elicit. Betty Sue explicitly acknowledges such plea- 
sure: “I haven't had this much fun since we lassoed a bunch a niggers a 
few months ago, took em down to the rodeo, rode ‘em like a bunch a 
bulls. It was lots of fun.” Because of Mabel’s limited dialogue after the 
first few minutes of video, we must attempt to “read” pleasure on the 
text of her body. While she does smile intermittently, it is difficult to 
interpret whether these smiles indicate enjoyment, nervous laughter at 
the audacity of Mabel’s comments, or both. Furthermore, as is character- 
istic of top/bottom BDSM dynamics, Mabel’s pleasure as a submissive is 
policed by Betty Sue as a dominant. When Mabel laughs, she is further 
punished. Straddling and ramming her breasts into Mabel’s face, Betty 
Sue says, “Nigger bitch, nigger fucking bitch. Here, you want to laugh 
at something? Pll give you something to laugh at, then.” If the ques- 
tion of whether Mabel is experiencing pleasure is unanswered, the erotic 
ebullience of racism is undeniable. Indeed, what is so incisive about this 
video is its ability to capture the profound tension in race play between 
seriousness and camp. Get Out of My Town demonstrates an uncanny 
ability to illuminate the delight of black female racial abjection within 
the context of race play, enacting malignant racism as light-hearted play. 
Mabel enacts this dialectic by grinning, laughing, and bouncing around 


nappy; “little cocoa,’ and of course “nigger” assume their 
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the bed while simultaneously uttering “black nigger bitch ho!” with, at 
times, a chilling quietness. 

This tension mirrors Get Out of My Town’s slippage between fantasy 
and reality, between acting, and authenticity, that Sisko identifies among 
his performers. He hires women who range from professional domina- 
trices and pornography performers to wrestlers to complete amateurs 
with respect to both pornography and BDSM performance, and the 
“taboo nature” of race play presents itself again because of how Sisko 
casts his videos. He explains he has to occasionally “limit the race play” 
because of some women’s reluctance to perform it. For Sisko, whether 
or not his performers can successfully execute race play “depends on 
their acting skills.” He states, “I mean, it kind of just depends if they’re 
a natural or not. You know, as far as acting; it’s all acting.” Yet his un- 
stable delineation of “natural” versus “acting” betrays his assertion that 
race play is “all acting.” His framework recalls the tension Mollena Wil- 
liams identifies between conscious, consensual race play and a more 
quotidian, automatic race play. On the surface, Sisko seems to be com- 
municating a common perception about acting—that “good” race-play 
performance, like successful acting, engenders a kind of natural effect. 
However, I would like to push us to consider this naturalness in the con- 
text of more than a performer’s acting ability; I would like us to consider 
it in the context of racism itself. 

Sisko’s description of Betty Sues race-play performance brings this 
critical tension between the natural and acting into high relief: “Betty 
Sue is a very experienced wrestler and dominatrix, so she pretty much 
came up with all the material on her own. She's a natural at coming 
up with the content and role play???” This tension between the idea 
of Betty Sue as “natural” and the idea that she is an experienced pro- 
fessional touches upon both the fantasy/realty dialectic of BDSM and 
the profound tension of race itself as both essential and socially con- 
structed. Race play, as Sisko narrates, elucidates the simultaneous natu- 
ralness and pedagogy of race and racism. To foster the production of 
this “naturalness,” he does not typically write a script but instead allows 
the performers to ad lib: “I just give them like a theme and then a plot 
and I tell them to basically, you know, run with it”??* Race play is a 
kind of “improvisation” whose success depends on the rehearsal of a 
repertoire of essential stereotypes that attempt to distill a quintessence 
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of race even as they demand that it is fiction. Betty Sue’s remarkable and 
energetic race play is a violent policing of the space of whiteness that 
invokes an impressive sampling of historic oppressive images of black 
womanhood that includes references to the KKK, Roots, and the ante- 
bellum plantation. These unscripted narratives of race play draw upon 
the scripts of black female abjection etched in our erotic imaginaries 
while gesturing toward the ways these texts must be tended, revisited, 
and anxiously re-played. 

This tension is also evident in a recent post on Sisko’s blog in which 
he describes his experience at a race-play shoot at the 2014 AVN Adult 
Entertainment Expo in Las Vegas and contrasts the race-play ability 
of two female performers, Cheyenne Jewel (white) and Astrokittie 
(Asian). Cheyenne demonstrates a familiarity and experience with race 
play that betrays Sisko’s attempt to quantify it as “all acting.” He writes, 
“Cheyenne Jewel . . . is no stranger to race play. She could degrade and 
racially humiliate Black people with the best of them. She was saying 
things that I wish I had thought of. She is an amazing actress with the 
ability to show no mercy or empathy for her submissives.”’”’ In con- 
trast, Astrokittie, whom Sisko also describes as a talented actress, strug- 
gles with race play. He explains, “Astrokittie did a pretty good job, and 
is a great actress, but seemed a little gun shy with the race play. I think 
she was a little uncomfortable with it. She kept referring to Quida as 
‘Black girl’; I had to keep reminding her to refer to Quida as a ‘Nigger, 
Ape, Monkey, or Gorilla? which she eventually did?”°° Of course, the 
divergence between Cheyenne and Astrokittie’s race-play proficiency 
are indications of the performer’s personal preferences, pleasures, and 
limits with respect to racial-sexual play, but it fundamentally challenges 
an understanding of race play as either performance (“all acting”) or 
“natural” ability. This bifurcation speaks to the paradox of race and rac- 
ism as things that are learned but need to be perfected, effortless yet 
exceedingly difficult. Race play is a practice of race that brings these 
contradictions into sharp relief. Beyond registering and rousing a form 
of pleasure that documents the erotic currency of race and racism, we 
might read race-play pornography as a kind of pleasure pedagogy in 
and of race and racism. 

Still, pleasure in Get Out of My Town is equivocal. This ambigu- 
ity compounds the queerness of this scene of interracial lesbian 
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domination/submission. Here lesbian desire is fraught not just because 
it is scripted by a black male imaginary and coded within the scrambled 
cues of domination and submission, pleasure and constraint, erotics and 
violence, but also because it is disavowed within the narrative of the 
video. Nearly two minutes into the video, Mabel says, “I’m gonna stay 
loving me some black big dick.” Role-playing banter aside, in referring to 
and idealizing the black male cock, the remark plays into the black male 
gaze of the author of Get of My Town. Although we might think about 
this disavowal of lesbianism as reflecting the fantasy/reality binary that 
characterizes race play and gesturing toward the “gay for pay” phenom- 
enon in contemporary American pornography, I suggest that it must be 
read as reinforcing the queer currency of the race-play fantasy.*” As I 
argue more in depth in the next chapter in the context of cuckold por- 
nography, pornography’s play of race is animated by queerness and its 
disavowal. That is, the pleasure of race play is a queer pleasure, although 
it is often denied as such. 

Race play brings into focus the queerness of heterosexual desire in 
pornography. Sisko states, “I mean girl-boy would be, you know, sexy too, 
but I prefer girl-girl. Lesbian, woman on woman, is just a bigger turn-on 
to me and it’s just my personal preference”??? What strikes me about this 
scene of interracial lesbian race play mediated by the black male gaze is 
not that queerness occupies the nadir in a hierarchy of straight male de- 
sire. “Girl-girl” pornography that is authored by and directed toward the 
heterosexual male gaze is of course nothing new in pornography. Rather, 
this scene speaks to the ways that race play and its pleasures are ren- 
dered ambivalently queer. The different levels of performance—verbal 
and visual—further convolute lesbian desire. Mabel’s oral allegiance 
to black manhood contradicts both her other comments that convey 
lesbian desire (e.g., the pleasure Betty Sue imagines Mabel experiences 
from being in proximity to her “white crotch” and the pleasure Mabel 
asserts Betty Sue would derive from the taste of her “melted” blackness) 
and the actions of the performers, which are ambiguous. For example, 
Mabel’s moans indicate both pain and pleasure, while her laughter alter- 
natively signals amusement and discomfort. The body is an unreliable 
index of desire here. However, while interracial lesbian desire is opaque, 
the queerness of the scene—its jumbling of binaries and dramatizing of 
the mercuriality of sexuality—is transparent. 
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Like Get My Belt, Get Out of My Town has an unexpected ending. It 
finishes with an exhausted Betty Sue taking a momentary break from 
punishing Mabel so she can grab a pie from the dresser, eat some, then 
smear some on her own feet in order to “feed the fucking nigger bitch.” 
Slathering the pie’s whipped cream topping on Mabel’s forehead Betty 
Sue cries out, “Look, I am going to make you a white girl after all. Look 
at that, the KKK won't even know! You're a white supremacist after all. 
Look at that, you look just like me” A random, if not ludicrous prop in 
the narrative (how and why would Mabel be baking a pie in the confines 
of a small, shabby motel room with no kitchen?), the pie, as a maquil- 
lage of racial alchemy, is a gimmick of race play, an apparatus of racial 
absurdity that reifies and refutes the epidermal logic of race I discussed 
in the context of Skin’s stage name. The pie highlights the hypervisibility 
and simulation of race—its opaque white renders blackness. 

The fetishization of racial difference through skin color figures prom- 
inently in Siskos race-play pornography. For example, in Nigger 911, as in 
Get Out of My Town, black skin serves as grounds for the white female's 
disciplining of the black female body. Mistress Francheska’s statement 
to Slave Coco, “Did you look at yourself in the mirror lately? You see 
the difference; we don’t have quite the same skin color,’ bespeaks the 
salience of difference that is often (as Skin Diamond reveals) configured 
through skin. “Skin/race” emerges as a vital trope in the pornographic 
imaginary’s play of race, elucidating the entanglement of visibility, plea- 
sure, power, and punishment that buttress the practice of race play.”°* In 
Get Out of My Town, the stark visual contrast of fluffy white whipped 
cream and Mabel’s dark skin is a spectacle of eroticized racial difference, 
a moment when difference is not only overdeveloped but also mocked. 
Race play ridicules the hyperbole of race that it so anxiously enacts in 
order to disrupt the racialism it labors to fabricate. Here the ambivalence 
of black female racial-sexual alterity within the pornographic frame is 
brought into high relief as the viewers enjoy a pleasure not just in differ- 
ence but also in sameness. The pie makes perceptible how race manifests 
as an accouterment of BDSM. Beyond race as the primary technique of 
humiliation, blackness is the source of shame, the reason for punish- 
ment. Finally, in the absence of a conventional money shot, this scene 
is a uniquely racialized proxy, offering not proof of sexual pleasure but 
a corroboration of race (and its representation in pornography) as at 
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once essential and performed. Hence the pie functions not so much as a 
substitute for ejaculation but as a fetish for race itself and as an example 
of the dynamic mockery of race in pornography. 

In addition to his videos, Sisko’s Pudding Foot Videos Blog is another 
theatrical arena that narrates the libidinal and political economies of his 
race play. If in his unscripted race-play videos Sisko occupies a more 
remote, indistinct presence behind the camera, in the digital space of 
his blog, he appears as a main character. The blog provides general in- 
formation about race play, updates about his projects, information about 
the performers he hires, and narrations of Sisko’ “successes and failures 
running [his] business and supplying content to this niche market.””** 
Though the blogs primary objective is to sell the content he produces 
(he writes that “T literally started the blog to promote and add value 
to my site to hopefully drive more traffic in customers”), it also serves 
as a site of research and development for his race-play porn produc- 
tion, where he solicits feedback.’ The blog also functions as a site of 
pedagogy for aspiring amateur race-play pornography producers. Sisko 
states, “Like, you know, I did a blog on how to make their own videos 
and how to find girls and because it just depends when people contact 
me and have a certain interest request or question I'll blog about it?°° 

Yet the blog is very much a personal space where Sisko performs his 
own fetishization of race play. Reflecting upon his individual fantasies 
while introducing readers to the small underground niche of amateur 
race play pornography, he writes, “Consider me your race play tour 
guide. I will also share with you my inner most thoughts about this fe- 
tish, and what I hear from my fans, about this fetish. I sincerely hope 
that you will follow me on my blog journey???” As a site where he shares 
his “inner most” thoughts, the blog is a space where he reveals his own 
individual interest in black female humiliation. In this disclosure, the 
discipline of racial authenticity is pronounced. That is, here Sisko re- 
veals his intimate fantasies and his racial identification. His fetishization 
of black female humiliation is prefaced by his confession that he is “a 
black man”: he writes, “It may or may not shock you to know that I am a 
black man.” This confession is testament to the policing of black BDSM 
sexuality that many black BDSMers have so vehemently contested. 
Confession remains a salient technology of the discursive production 
of sexuality and truth and its disciplining of bodies.°* In an act of self- 
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policing, Sisko preempts charges that he violates a code of black man- 
hood (and black male pride) that would reject the notion of receiving 
pleasure from a purported defiling of black womanhood. Sisko believes 
that the transgression of this code could elicit “shock” from some of his 
customers. In our conversation, Sisko voiced this anxiety: “Td just like to 
reiterate that I, you know, I don’t hate myself as a Black man. I don't hate 
Black women.” He thus articulated his negotiation of the gendered and 
racialized dynamics of policing not only race play but also blackness. 
On his blog he further reiterates that he always uses black women 
submissives to perform black female racial-sexual abjection. Sisko reg- 
isters this “fact” of black womanhood somatically, linking the function 
of black women as ideal submissives to racialized hierarchies of beauty. 
That is, black women become exemplary objects of humiliation because, 
Sisko believes, they occupy the nadir within such hierarchies. He writes, 
“Candidly, I must admit, that I find black women in general to be the 
least attractive of all the nationalities. ... So ergo, that is the reason I like 
to see black women dominated by white women, because they are uglier, 
and it appeals to my sadomasochist nature.” Intrigued by what I per- 
ceived as the Sisko “character” on his blog as a continuing space of race 
play, I was seduced by the very fantasy/reality binary I seek to recant: 


Okay, one thing I find that was really interesting about your blog is it 
seems like you're very much kind of in character or role-playing, like, 
so, the voice on your blog seems to be almost as if it was a voice from 
your filmmaking, so there’s this really interesting synchronicity to me 
between the voice on your blog and your work. And I was wondering if 
you wanted to talk about that at all. 


His reply serves as a corrective to my invocation of the fantasy/reality 
binary and an ambivalent, if ironic, assertion of the authenticity of his 
race play “fantasy.” He responded, “What did you say, my voice? I am not 
sure what youre talking about. I’m just being me. I’m just being real???’ 
Sisko’s insistence on “being real” belies the warnings that preface his vid- 
eos and the “it’s all acting” race-play philosophy that he describes when 
discussing his performers. He conveys the complex layers of reality and 
fantasy operating in the spectatorship, performance, and production 
of race-play pornography. More than an affirmation of his “authentic” 
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voice, “being real” here reifies the profound tension between fantasy 
and reality that has animated my discussion of race play and its render- 
ing in contemporary American pornography. Race-play pornography 
is at once simulation and documentary—a fictional invention of black 
female abjection made possible by the nonfictional legibility of black 
womanhood as abject. 


Race Play: Out of Its BDSM and Pornographic Cages 


What makes us laugh is just as vexed as what makes us wet. On August 
15, 2013, Def Jam co-founder and media magnate Russell Simmons 
landed himself in hot water when his new youtube.com channel, All Def 
Digital, released the “Harriet Tubman Sex Tape,” starring three estab- 
lished comedic actors. In the three-minute video parody, black female 
slave Harriet Tubman (Shanna Malcolm) conspires to seduce her white 
male “Massa” (Jason Horton) while a fellow slave/cameraman (DeStorm 
Power) films the event to use to blackmail their master in order to obtain 
their freedom. I read the parody as a critical iteration of race play that 
speaks to the sweeping range and depth of chattel slavery’s repertoire in 
our erotic imaginary. I cite this example not to undermine the salience 
of BDSM and pornography as critical arenas for the performance of race 
play but to further signal the salience of race play in the mainstream 
popular imaginary. Closing “the leather door” on race play opens our 
gaze to its quotidian popular renderings.”’° As Nash has recently high- 
lighted, because of its engagement with historical trauma, visual culture 
has long been a site for/of black feminist critique.”’’ Evincing the visual 
(re)playing field of historical trauma, race play profoundly complicates a 
rendering of the visual as only suffering in order to foreground questions 
of pleasure, albeit highly conflicted. 

The video opens to a worm’s-eye view of the sky veiled through a 
curtain of silhouetted tree leaves and branches that fails to keep the sun’s 
sharp rays from slicing through. The year “1851” is emblazoned on the 
screen in yellow font. An extra-diegetic harmonica plays for a moment 
before we cut inside to the small modest bedroom in which the caper 
ensues. Harriet (the actual historical Tubman would have been around 
thirty-one years old in 1851) and her fellow slave/cameraman plot be- 
fore Massa enters the bedroom and the filming begins. With the cam- 
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era tucked under his right arm, the slave/cameraman asks nervously, 
“Now you sure this gonna work, Ms. Harriet?” to which she resolutely 
responds, “This our only chance to gain freedoms!” He sneaks into the 
closet as Harriet adjusts her garments in preparation for Massa’ arrival. 
Robed with a long apron over a dress and a headscarf, she channels 
mammy. She tells the cameraman, “Make sure you catches it all” He 
assures her: “I aint gonna leave you hangin” Upon uttering the word 
“hanging, he raises his arm as if to tug at an imaginary rope around 
his neck. The reference to lynching is perhaps ironic here as lynching 
was often punishment for the obverse of the scene about to unfold— 
that is, black-white racial intimacy purportedly initiated by black men. 
These two types of offenses—white men’s sexual abuse and rape of black 
women and the accusation that black men raped or assaulted white 
women—have historically occupied very different spaces within the pa- 
triarchal politics of our collective imaginary.”’* Tubman, as mastermind 
here, is skilled in a sexual subterfuge that we can understand only as part 
of the “powerful ideological consequences” of chattel slavery.’ Neither 
the spectacle of lynching nor the institutionalized rape of black women 
are off limits in this porno-comedic fantasy sex tape. However, the eroti- 
cization of both illuminates the fact that far from being a marginal prac- 
tice in the “perverse” peripheral realms of pornography and BDSM, race 
play narrates the more quotidian dynamics of racialized sexuality and 
the fraught pleasures of the memory of chattel slavery for both black and 
white, and male and female. 

Hiding in a dark closet with the door cracked to let in enough light to 
paint his face in chiaroscuro and enable him to film the sex in the nearby 
bed, slave/cameraman sings the chorus from “Wade in the Water.” The 
irreverence of this classic Negro spiritual as soundtrack for Harriet Tub- 
mans illicit sex tape is not lost on the viewers. Tubman, a leading figure 
in the abolitionist movement and one of the most recognized conduc- 
tors of the Underground Railroad, used that song, which originally was 
written for the ritual of baptism, to signal to fugitive slaves that they 
should avoid terrestrial trails and instead “wade in the water” to avoid 
being tracked by the dogs of slave catchers.”’* The multiple layers of 
transgression heighten the power of the satire. Here in this sex-tape 
parody, the hymn serves sacrilegiously as the soundtrack for a more un- 
conventional, albeit ignoble, path to liberty.” 
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Once Massa enters, Harriet grabs him by the lapels and pulls him 
toward the bed. He declares: “Harriet, I’ve never seen you be this frisky 
before.” To quell his suspicion, she replies, “Oh Massa, all these years I 
been acting like I didn't love our special time together. Tonight, it’s all 
gonna be different.” She reclines on the bed, leading him in between her 
parted legs. Master replies, “This oughta be fun for the both of us, long 
as Mary dont find out.” This verbal exchange signals the institutional- 
ized rape of the enslaved of black female while animating the theme 
of ambivalent pleasure—the thorniness of the enslaved black female's 
pleasure. Massa’s performative statement that “this outta be fun for the 
both of us” may be read as both a “speak[ing] the master’s truth,” to 
recall Hartman, wherein pleasure is a proxy for consent and complic- 
ity and an evincing of mutual pleasure.’ Tubman assures him “Oh Ts 
never gonna tell” before the video cuts back to the closet, where we 
watch the sex acts through the eyes of the camera, framed by the crack 
between the door and frame of the closet. The sex mimes the hyperbole 
of the parody. During the short sex scene in which the two remain fully 
clothed, Tubman is dominant, both physically and verbally. She aggres- 
sively rides her master in both the missionary and the doggie positions. 
Their joyous moans and comedic sexual utterances—Tubman exclaims 
“TI set you free, I'll set your ass free” and demands, “Whoss the Master 
now?!—mingle with the sound of reeling film from the camera inside 
the closet. 

After coitus, Tubman is all business; her attitude and demeanor 
change dramatically from aggressive and fervent to disinterested and 
cold. As the two recline in bed, Harriet smokes the proverbial aprés sex 
cigarette and refutes Massas confession of love, snapping, “Look, I don't 
give a damn about what you love.” She reveals her ruse: “Look, Nigger, 
this is how it’s gonna go. Well, Massa I’se got what you white folks like 
to call leverage and I’m gonna’ be telling everybody about your negro 
love, including Mary.” The reversal of master/slave power dynamics here 
recalls Get My Belt. With Harriet smiling smugly, the slave/cameraman 
slowly peeks the camera out of the closet to show Massa what she means. 
The screen quickly cuts to black and the harmonica floats back in, only 
to be interrupted by a nondiegetic voice saying “Get to work on that 
railroad, white nigga!” The parody concludes with an imitation History 
Channel logo that reads “History: The B Sides.” This logo explicitly des- 
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ignates the sex-tape performance as an alternate history that encom- 
passes both what Simmons perceives as “Harriet Tubman outwitting the 
slave master” in perhaps more unconventional and unorthodox ways 
than her work on the Underground Railroad and a kind of rewriting of 
history that brazenly confronts the erotics of slavery in order to fore- 
ground the play of race.””” 

The Harriet Tubman Sex Tape reveals that humor, like sexuality, is 
a prime arena in which to negotiate the manifold inheritances of chat- 
tel slavery. Black humor is a complex response to racism and the after- 
shocks of slavery. In her study of African American comedy, Glenda R. 
Carpio argues that “far from being only a coping mechanism, or a means 
of ‘redress, African American humor has been and continues to be both 
a bountiful source of creativity and pleasure and an energetic mode of 
social and political critique??? A hyperbolic tale of ambivalent redress 
set to the pulse of taboo black-white interracial desire, The Harriet Tub- 
man Sex Tape foregrounds the topos of (inter)racial sexual revenge in 
the context of contemporary American interracial pornography as a 
symbolic site for the restitution for slavery. In its unabashed exploitation 
of racial hyperbole and the erotic repository of chattel slavery, race-play 
pornography brings into sharp relief the kinky narratives of black-white 
intimacy that script mainstream interracial pornography. In the previ- 
ous chapter, I argued that BDSM is limited both spatially and temporally 
for black women in the context of its power to disrupt, destabilize and/ 
or subvert racialized power hierarchies. Here, I am suggesting that we 
extend the theoretic aperture of race play to consider how the violent 
pleasure of the play of race is enacted in the larger venue of popular 
culture. 

Only twenty-four hours after he uploaded what he initially consid- 
ered a “hilarious” video, Simmons, pressured by a flurry of public out- 
rage, including from his “buddies” at the NAACP, pulled The Harriet 
Tubman Sex Tape from his channel and issued a formal apology.””’ In 
a dizzying cacophony of online responses to the scandal and its media 
coverage, comments ranged from outrage and offense at Simmons'’s in- 
solence to reminders about the essential irreverent nature of comedy 
itself to allegations of self-hatred and a disregard for history to further 
indignation over what many regarded as the inadequacy of his apology. 
Spike Lee, for example, tweeted “Just Saw Russell Simmons Produced 
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Skit “HARRIET TUBMAN SEXTAPE. I Ask Why Do We Desecrate 
Our Ancestors? Why Do We Hate Ourselves? QUESTION???” These 
vociferous digital debates recall both the “intimacy interventions” with 
which I opened this chapter and the feminist debates of the late 1970s 
and early 1980s over the politics of BDSM. These recurrent debates 
speak to the slime of chattel slavery within our psyches and the contin- 
ued policing of desire. We are still aroused by this history and we still 
keep getting in trouble for being titillated. The unspeakable keeps (be) 
speaking. Such is the continued grasp of slavery on our erotic imaginar- 
ies, past, present, and future. 


Interracial Iterations and Internet In(ter)ventions 


Does history die if you intentionally repeat it? 
—Kara Walker’ 


History lays down a lush and troubling tapestry from which 
you have the freedom to pluck the threads that intrigue, ap- 
peal, terrify, hook, provoke and anger you, and weave them 
into your own story. Yes, it is fucked up. 

—Mollena Williams” 


Pornography’s Perverse Revenge 


Since 2013, over two dozen states have passed legislation that pro- 
vides for the prosecution of those who produce and purvey so-called 
revenge porn. Many more states have bills in the works to criminalize 
the posting of sexually explicit photographs or videos of another per- 
son without her/his consent. End Revenge Porn, an advocacy campaign 
organized by the Cyber Civil Rights Initiative in 2012 to stop the prev- 
alent phenomenon, defines revenge porn as “a form of sexual assault 
that involves the distribution of nude/sexually explicit photos and/or 
videos of an individual without their consent. Revenge porn is usually 
posted by a scorned ex-lover or friend, in order to seek revenge after 
a relationship has gone sour”? Revenge porn websites post sexually 
explicit pirated photographs, sometimes with identifying information 
and contact information about the victims, an estimated 90 percent of 
whom are women.* Some revenge porn sites further abuse their vic- 
tims by charging extortionate fees to remove material from the website." 
On the notorious, now-defunct popular revenge porn site isanybodyup. 
com, users could upload explicit photographs, material purloined from 
the Facebook pages of victims, and links to victims’ Twitter accounts. 
The website's founder, Hunter Moore, initially designed it as a site for 
“public humiliation,”® California attorney general Kamala Harris simi- 
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larly identifies “public humiliation” as constitutive of the phenomenon.” 
Lacking the consent that is imperative within BDSM (indeed eroticizing 
this absence), revenge porn is definitively not part of that practice. How- 
ever, it traffics in the complex currency of the spectacle of eroticized 
humiliation, a practice this chapter revisits, analyzing pornography as 
a familiar, long-standing locus of fantasy revenge, particularly that of 
(inter)racialized sexual revenge. 

This chapter continues the discussion of (inter)racial aggression in 
pornography as a primary representational trope of black female sexu- 
ality. I argue that BDSM becomes an apposite critical lens for elucidat- 
ing the dynamics of racialized shame, humiliation, and pleasure that 
undergird interracial pornography, a profitable genre of American por- 
nography that is deeply invested in the miscegenation taboo. Though I 
focus on contemporary Internet pornography, I also read across other 
genres of pornography—the stag genre, golden-age porn, and video-age 
porn—to provide a contextual frame for reading performances of black- 
white interracial intimacy in pornography and to argue that the black 
female body is an ambivalent site of absence and presence within por- 
nography. Mapping a space from which to read the black female body’s 
pornographic absence/presence requires spatio-temporal jumps—the 
“leaps” that artist crystal am nelson elegantly describes in this books 
introduction. The chapter concludes with an exploration of how a con- 
temporary black queer feminist pornographer uses new media to inter- 
vene in heteronormative, hegemonic representations of the black female 
body in order to interrupt long-standing scripts of black female sexual- 
ity within pornography. 

Revenge porn has a rich historical tradition. In the golden-age por- 
nography film classic Behind the Green Door (dir. Artie Mitchell and Jim 
Mitchell, 1972), renowned black male performer Johnny Keyes articu- 
lates an ambivalent fantasy of racialized sexualized revenge. Keyes is not 
the typical jilted or scorned lover evoked in contemporary narratives of 
revenge porn. His motives go much deeper into the rhizomatic memory 
of chattel slavery. While the golden age of porn is often deracialized in 
the historiography and memory of pornography, Behind the Green Door 
constitutes a salient moment not just in this important period but also 
in the history of interracial moving-image pornography: the moment 
when hard-core interracial sex was brought to the “mainscreen.”® 
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In the 1970s, moving-image pornography enjoyed a more visible— 
though still liminal—space in American culture. Because of changes in 
obscenity laws, during the golden age of porn, the spaces where pornog- 
raphy was consumed changed, as did the genre itself. In order to abide 
by the Supreme Court ruling in Miller v. California (1973), pornogra- 
phy producers began making feature-length films with developed plots, 
original musical scores, special effects, and so forth in an attempt to 
imbue the films with “redeeming social value.’ Per Miller, the court was 
less likely to deem works with “serious literary, artistic, political, or sci- 
entific value” obscene. Though Miller restated that obscene material was 
not protected by the First Amendment, it effectively redefined obscenity 
in a way that opened loopholes for the production of pornography. Not 
just legal but also technological shifts continue to change pornography. 
After the golden age, the industry’s shift to video technology in the early 
1980s revolutionized pornography once more. The silver age of the 1980s 
catalyzed a democratization of pornography that made the development 
of black and interracial genres possible.’ In the late 1990s, the digital age 
of pornography, which I examine in the next chapter, how pornogra- 
phy is produced and consumed changed dynamically, and through this 
transformation our experience and knowledge of racialized sexuality 
changed as well. 

Behind the Green Door offers a transgressive sexual coupling of the 
black male, Keyes, and the white female, Marilyn Chambers. In its cli- 
mactic scene, Keyes emerges from an illuminated green door on the oth- 
erwise dim stage wearing the arbitrary markers of an offensively generic 
Africanity or tribal quality—a long bone necklace, war paint on his fore- 
head and surrounding his eyes, and white chap-like leggings that leave 
his penis exposed. Keyes wears a similar costume in the classic porn 
feature Sexworld (dir. Anthony Spinelli, 1978). The white of the fabric 
starkly contrasts with his dark skin to accentuate his large genitals. His 
martial face paint and pseudo-ethnic jewelry enforce his signification 
as a warrior and racial-sexual predator who symbolizes the imagined 
threat of black male sexuality to the cult of white womanhood, a trope 
pornography continues to creatively exploit. Slowly moving on stage to- 
ward Chambers against a soundtrack of trippy, tribal jazz music, Keyes 
is fashioned as walking primitivity. This display of racial-sexual alterity 
signals pornography’s repetition of these stereotypes—its investment in 
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the arousing artifice of hyperbolized blackness. Keyes exits the epony- 
mous green door and enters the stage, where Chambers awaits, flocked 
by a crew of female courtiers. An anonymous male announcer warns 
the audience, both today’s viewers and the 1971 on-screen audience in 
San Francisco’s O'Farrell Theatre, where Behind the Green Door is set: 
“Ladies and gentlemen, you are about to witness the ravishment of a 
woman who has been abducted, a woman whose initial fear and anxiety 
has mellowed into curious expectation.” 

Behind the Green Door’s manipulation of the taboo of black-white sex 
is intensified not merely by the “African” construction of Keyes, however 
inaccurate, but also by the casting of Chambers. Chambers’s biography 
further contributes to the thrill of the racially delineated forbidden in 
the film. Chambers was once the face of Proctor and Gamble’s advertise- 
ment campaign for Ivory Snow laundry detergent. The advertisements 
for the soap, which Proctor and Gamble continues to promote as 99.44 
percent pure, depicted a familiar imagining of white femininity as natu- 
rally virtuous and pure. Chambers's blonde hair, blue eyes, and pale skin 
personified the wholesome image of Ivory Snow’s campaign for purity 
and cleanliness. The packaging for the detergent featured Chambers 
cuddling a white infant. The campaign laid the groundwork for many 
layers of fetishization. It symbolized a U.S.-made domesticity, cleanli- 
ness (as a distinctly racial disinfectant), order, whiteness and the repro- 
duction of whiteness. None of these are removed from the racialized, 
sexualized narratives of black masculinity and white femininity that 
pornography continues to replay. Here, the clichéd story of good girl 
gone very bad that is often narrated in pornography is uniquely circum- 
scribed by a racially politicized dialectic of good, white sexuality versus 
bad, black sexuality that still fuels contemporary interracial American 
pornography. Underlined by an enactment of eroticized requital, shame, 
and humiliation, BDSM becomes a lens for viewing these dynamics of 
interracial sexuality as they are performed in pornography. 

Beyond the framing of Keyes and Chambers, the actors’ commentary 
about this pivotal pornographic performance of black-white sex unveils 
the essential narratives of reparation, redress, and revenge that script 
heterosexual black-white interracial pornography. Keyes explicitly ar- 
ticulated the force of historical retaliation and his own awareness of the 
historical script he drew upon in playing this role of “African”: “I was 
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fucking the hell out of this chick—I was acting like I was ten thousand 
Africans making up for that slavery shit. Here’s this white woman that 
the African is fucking to get revenge on all those white motherfuckers 
that used to rape our mothers and aunts all those years ago, right? That's 
what I used as an incentive to fuck Marilyn Chambers.””® Reflecting on 
the scene. Chambers stated: “I was still pretty nervous. The black-and- 
white sex thing—I knew this was a very big taboo, as it still is in our 
country. And I thought, “Now my father’s really going to kill me!’ Ha, 
ha, ha!”"? It is fascinating to consider their respective comments about 
this paramount interracial scene in a classic golden-age American por- 
nography film. Both recognized that their sex act was highly politically 
charged from a definitively racial current. Whereas Chambers seemed 
to acknowledge and welcome the power of its shock value to both fam- 
ily (father) and nation, Keyes inserted himself in a slightly different 
though parallel historical narrative of black-white intimate relations as 
the righteous agent of retribution. His words recall Mollena Williams's 
facetious yet cogent remark linking race play to reparations: “Yes. Pay- 
back, you see. We aren't getting reparations, so go beat up some White 
[person] and get yours??? Playing into his apocryphal Africanity, Keyes 
enacts revenge pornography. His assessment of the sex scene reinforces 
pornography as a stage for the eroticized play of race in which racial 
humiliation takes a starring role. This historic performance of revenge 
porn cues both the power of slavery in our erotic imaginary and the 
imbrication of pleasure, race, and humiliation that is so central to inter- 
racial pornography. 

We might understand that one black male pornography star “fucking 
the hell out of [one] white chick” may do little to account for “the great- 
still unfolding massive crime of official and unofficial America against 
Africa, African slaves, and their descendants,” in the words of African 
American lawyer, scholar, and activist Randall Robinson.’* However, 
Keyes clearly imagines himself as engaged in some sort of quest for repa- 
rations for the institutionalized rape of black women, “his mothers and 
aunts,” that took place as a result of transatlantic slavery. Lacking the 
“repair” fundamental to most modern definitions of African American 
reparations, like that, for example, of the National Coalition of Blacks for 
Reparations in America (N;COBRA), Keyes’s act is less one of remedy 
and more one of reprisal.’* Nevertheless, amid renewed conversations 
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about reparations, pornography reemerges as a critical, if unconven- 
tional, space to interrogate the lingering erotic aftershocks of slavery and 
the negotiation of its memory—its complex physical and psychic settle- 
ments.’ In a seemingly supernatural feat, Keyes summons the power of 
“ten thousand Africans” to fuel his sexual redress. Ironically perhaps, it 
is this same colorfully conjured African heritage that impels his casting 
as a Virile black buck ravishing a blond white woman. This history is the 
source of both his sexual liberation and his ensnarement, his pleasure 
and his pain—an erotic tension familiar within BDSM. 

Keyes’ self-professedly noble description of his sexual performance is 
problematic for a number of reasons. First, he was financially compen- 
sated for his role in the film that launched his acclaimed career as a por- 
nographic actor.’® Second, he imagined white men’s rape of black women 
to be atoned by another sexual crime: a black man’s ravishment of a white 
woman. In the film, crimes against the flesh were avenged with crimes 
against the flesh. Women’s passive, objectified bodies thus become the 
battlefield for male revenge fantasies. Third, Keyes frames the act as one 
of revenge and not something done for his own personal pleasure. The 
pleasure of both Keyes and Chambers is obfuscated through the fram- 
ing of the sex act as a one-way violent act of vengeance that Keyes carries 
out against Chambers. The audience's pleasure in watching is similarly 
complicated. For example, how do we reconcile our own pleasure in this 
supposedly sadistic act? How might we become complicit through the 
voyeuristic act of spectatorship? Finally, in the (hetero)sexist androcen- 
tric tradition of men’s policing of women’s sexuality, the black male is re- 
sponsible for adjudicating the crimes against the flesh of black women. 

However vexed Keyes’s commentary is, it conveys a lust for revenge 
that speaks to the explicit fantasies of racist violence that animate per- 
formances of black-white interracial sex in modern pornography.” 
His remarks signal the slippages between collective and subjective 
diasporic memory, desire and antagonism, sexual gratification and 
retribution, labor and pleasure, intention and reception, anxiety and 
arousal, past and present. If revenge seethes in the performances of 
Vanessa Blue and Skin Diamond, here it suppurates. Keyes’s revenge- 
porn reflection serves as an entry into this chapter’s exploration of the 
narratives of racialized aggression that script performances of black- 
white interracial intimacy in contemporary pornography and how these 
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narratives problematically jettison the black female body. As I signaled 
in the previous chapter, pornography presents a contemporary staging 
of racialized sexualized violence wherein the retaliatory rhetoric of in- 
terracial aggression is enacted. 

Canonical black feminists have long critiqued what they have argued 
to be the harmful racism that operates within and is perpetuated by por- 
nography, specifically its treatment of black women. Anti-pornography 
feminists have also identified pornography’s “racist” treatment of black 
women in their overall contention that pornography causes gender- 
specific harms.'* While these scholars pioneered a feminist critique 
of pornography that considers black female sexuality, the concepts of 
racism, sexism, exploitation, and victimization that buttress this body 
of work prevent a more nuanced, radical analysis of the polyvalence of 
pornography, its vital narration of the complexities of black female sexu- 
ality, and the productive opportunities it presents for black female sexual 
pleasure and power. I am less interested in racism and more interested 
in the complex relationship between racialization and pleasure and how 
interracial pornography reveals both our libidinal investments in racial- 
sexual alterity and the history of chattel slavery. Like Linda Williams, I 
believe the label of “racism” is too simple and insufficient to describe 
the intricate web of anxiety, fear, desire, and ambivalence that powers 
performances of interracial intimacy in pornography.’ 

Too often when racism is the charge against interracial pornography, 
it impedes a deeper critical analysis. Gloria Cowan and Robin Camp- 
bells study of interracial pornography is an important exception.” 
Cowan and Campbell's analysis of the entanglement of racism and sex- 
ism in commercial interracial video pornography illuminates how gen- 
der informs the expression of racism in pornography.”’ Their overall 
argument is that interracial sex in pornography manifests greater levels 
of aggression than intraracial sex: while black men exhibit higher rates of 
aggression and less intimate behavior than white men, black women are 
increasingly treated with more aggression than white women. Though 
they do not explicitly analyze interracial pornography’s scripts of racial- 
sexual aggression, such as the script of (inter)racial-sexual revenge, they 
evoke Keyes and his legacy, referring to the pornographic icon of the 
prodigiously endowed black male whose role is to “punish erring White 
women and reduce their status??? 
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Black feminists and anti-pornography feminists paved the way for a 
critique of racism in interracial pornography, typically from the arena 
of film and media studies.”* Linda Williams argues that more than other 
genres of porn, interracial pornography depends on an explicit aware- 
ness of racial taboo driven by fear: it is “the fear once generated by white 
masters to keep white women and black men apart—that gives erotic 
tension to interracial sex acts which in ‘ordinary’ nonracialized pornog- 
raphy have become rote.’™* Although Williams does not analyze black 
womens sexuality within interracial pornography, she directs our atten- 
tion to the “missing figures” beyond the frame of the camera who ener- 
gize and “haun[t]” the scene of interracial desire: 


When the black woman and the white man recognize and desire one an- 
other across their differences, this recognition is nevertheless haunted 
and erotically animated by the missing figure of the black man, who 
finds his very masculinity and virility jeopardized by his exclusion. It 
is also haunted by the missing figure of the white woman deprived of 
a partner because of the white male’s interest in the “othered” woman. 
Similarly[,] in the sexual-racial recognition of the white woman and the 
black man, it is the jealous white man who represents the absent third 
term and who has his masculinity (and mastery) put in jeopardy by his 
exclusion. To a lesser degree, the second scenario is also haunted by the 
black woman who loses a potential partner to the myth of superior white 
womanhood.”* 


In this shifting configuration of exclusion and inclusion, black women 
occupy an exceedingly ambivalent space in the imaginary of interracial 
pornography. While they perform as foils to white masculinity, their 
exclusion is also informed by their imagined difference from white 
female sexuality. Yet even as absent figures, black women are disem- 
powered. Williams argues “the white man has much more power in his 
absence to structure the scene in which he does not act than does the 
black man, the white woman, or the black woman,’ concluding that the 
black male-white woman pairing is more transgressive and therefore 
“more erotic”?! While Williams's analysis gestures toward how powerful 
these missing figures can be in their absence, I find this reading prob- 
lematic because it privileges white masculinity and further jettisons the 
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“others.” If we continue to see and think like this, then we continue to 
invest a kind of totemic power and control in white men as the authors 
and primary architects of the interracial fantasy while viewing inter- 
racial pornography as only a repetition of familiar hetero-gendered, 
racial-sexual stereotypes, rather than perhaps, as I suggest here, a kind 
of queer parody of these stereotypes. 

I am not interested in reinforcing hierarchies of eroticism but rather 
in unveiling the ways that pornography shows how the pleasures in tra- 
versing the binary of black and white are often also informed by the 
pleasures of crossing and recrossing the borders of heterosexual and 
homosexual. Williams’s reading does not account for the queer desire 
that I argue is central in “heterosexual” interracial pornography that 
manifests the “queering” of the color line, the historical entanglement 
of the black-white border with the homosexual/heterosexual binary.” 
Interracial sex enacted in pornography might best be imagined as a fan- 
tastic queer orgy wherein a panoply of figures—anxiously animated by 
the unsettled binaries between black and white, man and woman, past 
and present, gay and straight—people the erotic scene. Furthermore, as 
I discuss here, the anxious begrudging white male is no longer an “ab- 
sent third term” or a simple voyeur but is rather an active partner in the 
spectacle of sex between black men and white women. BDSM, I argue, 
allows us to make better sense of his role and the labyrinthine pleasures 
of these dramatized illicit encounters. 

As is the case in race play, racialized debasement is vital in interracial 
pornography. According to Daniel Bernardi, pornography scholars have 
failed to address how interracial pornography reflects and perpetuates 
“the coercive power of whiteness” and the devaluing of people of color.”* 
He deems interracial porn a form of “hate speech” that reduces people of 
color to perverse phenotypical and physiological fetishistic parts, famil- 
iar fragments in the labor of sexual desire.” He critiques anti-porn femi- 
nists for their overly simplistic, essentialized critiques of pornography as 
violence and radical sex scholars, such as Williams, for their failure to 
comprehensively address race and racism as integral to pornography’s 
pleasures.*° Indeed, what is powerful about Bernardi’s argument is that 
an explicit admission of pornography’s hateful racism does not preclude 
a more comprehensive, rigorous, and nuanced analysis of the complex 
dynamics of racialized pleasures and power.** 
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Like Bernardi, Gail Dines critiques both pornography scholarship’s 
standpoint of whiteness and the heteropatriarchal pornographic fantasy 
that scripts performances of black-white intimacy in interracial pornog- 
raphy.’ For Dines, interracial pornography is an instantiation of one 
of the foundations of the radical feminist anti-pornography argument: 
that pornography’s (male) pleasure is constitutive of (female) debase- 
ment. Dines writes, “It is hard to conceive of a better way to degrade 
white women, in a culture with a long and ugly history of racism, than 
having them penetrated again and again by a body that has been con- 
structed, coded, and demonized as a carrier for all that is sexually de- 
based, namely the black male??? While black women are left out of this 
interracial equation, black men exist in and for their rendering of white 
womanhood. Dines’s reading of interracial pornography excludes both 
pleasure and black agency: blackness labors in service of the production 
of white female sexuality. Natalie Purcell rightly identifies chattel slavery 
and its legacies of racialism as a wellspring of black-white interracial 
pornographic fantasy.** Unfortunately, while making an important case 
for the “realness” and materiality of pornographic fantasy, Purcell, like 
Dines, reads blackness as a sign of “degradation and inferiority” in a way 
that neglects the multifaceted perverse pleasures that interracial pornog- 
raphy reflects and engenders. Indeed, our problem with pornography is 
akin to our trouble with BDSM: we register the eroticized domination 
and submission in both as perverse, aberrant, harmful, and often non- 
consensual, while failing to interrogate the pleasure and agency poten- 
tially experienced in these power dynamics. Yet, a politics of perversion 
unveils the imbrication of pornography’s perverse pleasures—queer, 
BDSM, and interracial. 

I argue that queer race pleasures—a simultaneous pleasure in race 
and queerness—are essential in interracial pornography. BDSM enables 
us to read performances of interracial intimacy more comprehensively 
and with an eye for the perverse queer race pleasures they enact not 
outside but rather in the context of the gendered and racialized degra- 
dation they perform. The lens of BDSM facilitates a more inventive and 
nuanced reading of the complex dynamics of racialized pleasure, power, 
and agency in interracial pornography, which is more complicated than 
a reiteration of the stereotyped performance of excessive black mas- 
culinity as the “spoiler of white womanhood.* BDSM elucidates the 
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pornographic narratives of interracial revenge, illuminating the genre 
as a play of erecting and transgressing the eroticized boundaries of race, 
a dynamic scripted by the memory of chattel slavery. BDSM performs 
a critical queering of interracial “heterosexual” pornography—one that 
reads across the gendered and racialized subject positions of pleasure, 
power, and desire to recognize the homoerotic pleasures and anxieties, 
as well as the eroticization of racial-sexual alterity that anchors contem- 
porary American interracial pornography. 

Historically scripted narratives of racialized sexualized discipline are 
important in more than just “straight” interracial pornography. In their 
analyses of the genre of gay male interracial pornography, both David 
McBride and Tim Dean have recognized the significance of the revenge 
narrative for the pornographic power play of sex across the black-white 
color line. McBride identifies “retributive sex” as a common element 
of gay interracial pornography—a kind of “pleasure/labor” energized 
by the taboo of interracial sex.*° Similarly, Dean recognizes the “estab- 
lished porn convention of representing interracial sex as a punishment 
meted out by blacks to whites”? For Dean, racial difference, specifically 
black and white difference, makes it possible to visualize other differ- 
ences that are more concealed, like the difference between HIV-negative 
and HIV-positive partners. Race thus serves to compound the eroticized 
transgression operating in bareback pornography, the subject of Dean's 
analysis, so that “a black man fucking a white man without protection 
adds salience to the idea of revenge’? Like other scholars, Dean ac- 
knowledges the haunting presence of chattel slavery in the imaginary of 
interracial gay male pornography and how it fuels narratives of retribu- 
tion that black and white play protagonists with/in.*” 

The linkages between black-white interracial sex and revenge have, of 
course, a long convoluted history in these United States. In the wake of 
Ida B. Wells-Barnett’s bold reporting of the connections between inter- 
racial sexuality and lynching, “our country’s national crime,’ numerous 
scholars have documented how anxiety about and the policing of inter- 
racial sex motivates lynching, rape, and other modes of racialized sexual 
violence.“ For example, T. Denean Sharpley- Whiting interrogates the 
hypocrisy of the Ku Klux Klan’s “anti-interracial sex ideology” because 
the political economic program of its members was (and still is) tethered 
to interracial sex.*’ She borrows the anti-pornography feminist theory 
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of thanatic pornography as a framework for reading the dynamics of 
black-white interracial desire and sexual violence that metaphorically 
cultivate the fraternity of Klan culture.** Like Sharpley- Whiting, I treat 
pornography as a lens. However, here I am interested in how that lens 
reveals the politics of interracial sex and the queer pleasures and vio- 
lence that mark this transgression. Interracial pornography brings into 
high relief the still-animated charge of sex across the color line. 


Cuckolding at the Color Line 


Sex becomes in this popular theory the principle around 
which the whole structure of segregation of the negroes— 
down to disfranchisement and denial of equal opportunities 
on the labor market—is organized. The reasoning is this: 
“For, say what we will, may not all the equalities be ulti- 
mately based on potential social equality, and that in turn on 
intermarriage? Here we reach the real crux of the question.” 
In cruder language, but with the same logic, the Southern 
man on the street responds to any plea for social equality: 
“Would you like to have your daughter marry a Negro?” 


Ie? 


-Gunnar Myrda 


Perversely reiterating “the ‘Negro’ question,’ contemporary American 
interracial pornography plays in and with the anxiety that Myrdal’s inci- 
sive mid-twentieth-century query revealed. In An American Dilemma 
(1944), Myrdal’s landmark study interrogating black-white race rela- 
tions and the quandary of an American democracy that founds itself 
on principles of racial exclusion and discrimination, he argues that the 
“anti-amalgamation doctrine,’ or the miscegenation taboo, provided the 
epistemological foundation for black-white segregation, particularly in 
the American South. For Myrdal, sex is at the core of discrimination 
against African Americans and of interracial relations. Though pornog- 
raphy does not carry the same threat of interracial progeny or social 
enervation that historically have characterized rhetoric against marriage 
across the color line, Myrdal’s articulation of the menacing power of 
black-white intimacy resounds in interracial pornography while sum- 
moning the proverbial family drama in this play of race. In interracial 
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pornography, the anti-amalgamation doctrine is evoked not as a rea- 
son for keeping the races at a definitive distance from each other but as 
a perverse technique of queer carnal intimacy. While interracial porn 
exploits the miscegenation taboo in its marketing and making of black- 
white sex, it reveals interracial intimacy as a queer fantasy. This fantasy 
is further elucidated by BDSM, which illuminates the dynamics of 
racialized shame, humiliation, pleasure, and power that are imperative 
within the genre. The homoeroticism at play galvanizes the hyperbole 
about and illicitness of interracial intimacy while the purported devi- 
ance of BDSM further compounds the power of taboo. 

The gendered language of Myrdal’s study, which frames the problem 
of miscegenation as an issue between black men and white women, re- 
verberates in today’s commercial interracial pornography, which, from 
a mainstream commercial standpoint, features black men and white 
women. As I discuss later in this chapter, black women’s exclusion from 
the niche of interracial pornography speaks to not only pornography’s 
resuscitation of the miscegenation taboo as a phenomenon between 
black men and white women but also to the exclusion of black women 
from the categories of race and gender and from the larger economy 
of sexual desire and the discrimination against them from within the 
pornography industry. Signaling a historical disavowal of black women 
as daughters of the nation, Myrdal’s description of the problem of mis- 
cegenation as an issue between (white) daughters and “Negroes” pre- 
figured the shape of contemporary hard-core interracial pornography. 
While “nigger” is a powerful ambivalent signifier of eroticized black ab- 
jection that is vital to the play of race and its pornographic renderings, 
“negro” and its various iterations also possess a particular valence within 
pornography. 

In2005 AndrewS.,a white male, started the website mydaughtersfucking 
anigga.com (which has since changed to mydaughtersfuckingablackdude. 
com), an interracial pornography website that features sex between black 
men and white women.** Andrew S., whose background is in theatre and 
who admits that he had no experience or real interest in pornography at 
the time he entered the industry, owns Hush Hush Entertainment, an 
interracial pornography production company that is recognized across 
the industry as a pioneer on the cutting edge of American interracial 
hard-core porn." His description of his entry into the industry is tell- 
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ingly laconic; he states, “I [directed] for a while, [and then] I had an idea 
to start the website Mydaughtersfuckinganigga.com. That took off, and 
I built my own company.’ There are conflicting stories about the true 
“mastermind” behind the site: Andrew S., black male porn star and lead 
actor Shane Diesel, and/or a collaboration between the two.*” Neverthe- 
less, Andrew S’s vague description of the creative process (or lack thereof) 
that led to Mydaughtersfuckinganigga.com suggests that after being in 
the porn industry for just a short time, he became acutely aware of the 
commercial potential of racial stereotypes in pornography, specifically the 
taboo of black-white interracial sex. The site relies on stock racial-sexual 
stereotypes, mainly the mythical, monstrous black cock, a trope numer- 
ous scholars have identified as a predominate motif of black masculinity 
in pornography, specifically interracial pornography.“ 

Mydaughtersfuckingablackdude.com is part of a trend of 
contemporary interracial pornography that focuses on the hyperbolic 
eroticization of the transgressive pairing of the black male with the 
white female. The website boasts, 


Famous for inspiring nervous breakdowns around the globe, My Daugh- 
ter’s Fucking a Black Dude is like no other site on the Net! The dinner bell 
is ringing and inside this hardcore interracial site, teen white girls are the 
main course. The legendary Blackzilla brings his 1 foot of solid monster 
cock to the table, where the appetizer is black sausage and desert is cum 
pudding.” 


This description positions white women against black men in a highly 
legible relationship of pure, youthful white female sexuality with a mon- 
strous, violent black male sexuality. Though Hush Hush specializes in 
interracial pornography, much of its pornography capitalizes on the 
phenomenon of the cuckolded white male who desires to watch “his” 
woman—daughter, wife, and/or mother—have sex with a black man. 
Cram Johnson, the co-proprietor of and director/producer of a simi- 
lar brand of interracial cuckold porn that features the Oh No! There’s a 
Negro in My Mom/Daughter/Wife series and the video I Can't Believe 
You Sucked a Negro: A Cuckold’ POV, recognizes the pornographic cur- 
rency of the mythology of white womanhood. He states, “When white 
people fuck white people it’s whatever; the same is true of black-on-black 
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sex. But when the races mix, especially if the purity of the sacred white 
woman is compromised, it gets a lot of attention—even if the white girl 
is as dirty and disease-riddled as humanly possible” Though this vein 
of pornography strategically evokes the same fears Myrdal identifies as 
fueling the anti-amalgamation doctrine, in its parroting of this scene 
it reveals these anxieties—and their concurrent pleasures—to be more 
complex than the conventional framing of beastly black masculinity ver- 
sus chaste white femininity. As Cuckold Stories 2 shows (and as Johnson 
suggests), white womanhood is not universally configured as an icon of 
purity or passivity in interracial pornography but is rather complicit in 
both interracial and queer desire. 

I am interested less in pornography’s recapitulation of racial-sexual 
fantasies—the sanctity of white female sexuality and fetishized mytholo- 
gization of the black “monster cock”—than in the dynamics of queer 
desire that animate these recitals and how BDSM sheds light on this 
queer desire, specifically, the dynamics of white male humiliation and 
debasement that are so vital to the pleasures of the genre. For Andrew 
S., his website is a kind of satire of racism: “It just hit a nerve, because it 
was irreverent and it was about making fun of racism. It was a fine line, 
but somehow people got it. To this day, we haven't gotten one letter or 
email that was negative about our site. We were wondering if people 
got it and—obviously—they did.”** Echoing Andrew, I am interested in 
expanding our thinking of pornography as a venue of race play, a stage 
upon which the pleasures of race and racism are enacted while the queer 
pleasures in the erotic project of race are recognized. 

An important Adult Video News (AVN) cover story, “Black Humor: 
The Marketing of Racial Stereotypes in Interracial Porn” (2009), dis- 
cusses the lucrative, popular, and controversial brand of interracial 
cuckold pornography. AVN positions interracial pornography as a so- 
lution to the decline in industry sales as a result of both technologi- 
cal shifts (i.e., the increasing availability of free Internet porn) and the 
larger economic decline.” Interracial sales have continued to grow, as 
evidenced by the fact the genre is no longer merely the domain of spe- 
cialized studios.” Pornographers and distributors cross the country rec- 
ognize the currency of this formula of interracial sex. The article quotes 
Allison Miller, a white woman who owns a pornography retail store in 
Richmond, Virginia, aptly named Taboo: 
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My customers seem to enjoy black men ‘taking advantage of’ white 
women; seducing their white daughters and wives. The Blackzilla line is 
one of my best-selling series. Oh No! There’s a Negro in My Mom is also 
one that sells as soon as it hits the shelves. The more ‘wrong’ a title is, the 
more appealing it is. My customers don’t want to see a loving interracial 
couple; they want to see massive black dicks satisfying or defiling pretty 
white girls.** 


Assembling the diverse voices of top black male performers/produc- 
ers, white male directors/producers, and industry sales and marketing 
professionals, the article replicates the industry’s exclusionary rendering 
of interracial pornography that it gestures toward critiquing. One black 
male performer/director contends that the industry’s narrow framing of 
interracial pornography reflects an “economic imperialism practiced by 
the white owners of distribution companies, talent agencies, and others 
in this industry who perpetuate the idea of the black man being the only 
male species to be considered ‘interracial.”*° Black male performers and 
producers in this niche wrestle with a complex “burden of representa- 
tion” in their negotiation of a slippery space hemmed in by racism—its 
stifling reproduction and its productive possibilities for pleasure and 
parody.°° This conflicted terrain is the stage of pornography’s play of 
race. 

Black male performers in the lucrative niche of interracial porn de- 
scribe different personal boundaries with regard to performing the 
stereotypes of excessive black male sexuality that are scripted by the 
miscegenation taboo. Award-winning black male performer Jack Napier 
recognizes the “power of taboo as a marketing tool” However, in his 
own work he is not in favor of using racial stereotypes. Acknowledging 
the interracial brand pioneered by Hush Hush and black male performer 
Shane Diesel as “the furthest plateau,’ Napier states, “I am not trying 
to knock another man’s hustle—I am not trying to knock a pork chop 
off his plate—but I just don’t see how perpetuating negative stereotypes 
turns into a positive thing”? Napier describes black men’s contradictory 
position in the industry: it rewards them for performing their hyper- 
racialized blackness, yet simultaneously prompts them to feel that race 
becomes the factor through which they are not merely remunerated but 
also seen. 
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Lexington Steele, one of the most recognizable black male perform- 
ers in not only interracial commercial porn but also in the industry as 
a whole, is similarly wary of the industry’s construction of racial-sexual 
images and identities. He holds the white male imaginary responsible 
for what he views as porn’s problematic commodification of stereotypes 
and ultimate dehumanization of the black male body: 


It’s the white producer that tends to hold on to those elements of age-old 
taboo. I would never put out something like Blackzilla. I believe it’s dis- 
respectful because you're saying the black male performer is a monster. 
Is he a monster because his dick is bigger than yours? Is a guy who is 
7-foot-6 a monster because he’s a tall guy? I happen to have a large dick— 
does that make me a monster?” 


However, Steele, a lead actor in pornography’s play of race, concedes that 
he “choose[s] to play with stereotypes too? He says, “As a producer, it 
behooves me to maximize my earning potential by strategically taking 
advantage of the black male as taboo.”*’ His interracial Silverback Attack 
series evidences such play. Released January 1, 2006, the first video in 
the series, Silverback Attack, depicts sex between various white female 
performers and Steele, who performs a bestial and primitive black male 
sexuality. In referencing the silverback gorilla as a symbol for the black 
male, the series title evokes the deep histories of both scientific racism 
and visuality as a technology of racialization wherein pseudo-scientific 
practices such as craniology, physiognomy, and phrenology linked black 
men to apes. 

The taboo of interracial pornography is manifold, emanating from 
larger sociohistorical conventions regarding intimacy between black 
men and white women and from interdictions from within the porn in- 
dustry. In 2001, porn industry lawyer Paul Cambria created an informal 
list of sex acts that he advised producers to avoid.*” While neither the 
acts themselves nor their representations were illegal, Cambria flagged 
them as presenting a high risk for prosecution. He included interracial 
sex, which he referred to as “black men-white women themes,’ within 
a diverse range of actions that ranged from “tight bondage” to “men- 
struation” to “fisting.” Paradoxically, this list marked the dawn of the 
burgeoning niche of interracial pornography. 
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Like Andrew S., Shane Diesel, the longtime lead performer in Hush 
Hush’s interracial cuckold porn, imagines pornography as a comedic 
site in which to play with racial-sexual stereotypes. Recalling a signing 
where a group of young white male fans with swastika tattoos asked him 
to sign DVD covers, Diesel states: “I love em—to me it’s comedy. Most 
stereotypes are rooted in some truth. You can make fun of it and put 
on a good scene. Performers just need to set boundaries that they are 
comfortable with.’®? When Diesel retired from his role as Blackzilla with 
Hush Hush in 2008 to work with other production companies, he com- 
municated a desire to move on from the part, stating “I've been doing 
the Blackzilla series for almost four years, and I got to the point where it 
was repetitious and routine, and I wanted to do something more.’®* Nev- 
ertheless, haunted by the Blackzilla of his past, he continues to perform 
in a similar vein of interracial porn premised on his “monster cock” and 
has become even further entrenched in the genre of interracial cuckold 
porn, regularly playing the role of “bull,” a term used within the cuck- 
old lifestyle and pornography to refer to the male lover in a cuckold 
relationship. 

Cuckold pornography, which depicts the eroticized humiliation of 
a male figure, typically a husband, father, or boyfriend as he watches 
his wife, girlfriend, or daughter engage in sexual relations with another 
man, is a perverse rendering and satire of the normativity—indeed fan- 
tasy—of the institution of (white) heteropatriarchal monogamy. Though 
it features narratives of racialized humiliation, a major component of 
the genre's financial success and popularity is the fantasy of racialized 
desire that depends upon a queer valence of black sexuality. The cuck- 
old fantasy is not limited to the realm of pornography. Network reality 
television shows in the United States such as Wife Swap (Lifetime) and 
Celebrity Wife Swap (ABC) and the increased visibility of the cuckold 
lifestyle on social media attest to the mainstream currency of the cuck- 
olding fantasy and the collective anxieties regarding monogamy and the 
institution of marriage. Both interracial and same-sex desire compound 
the anxiety cuckold pornography reflects and produces about the vi- 
ability and pleasure of monogamy. Hence I suggest that pornography 
might be instrumental in queering interracial desire in that it permits us 
to see the “Mandingo” archetype of black masculinity as less an incarna- 
tion of white female desire or a threat to the cult of white womanhood 
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and more a product of white and black male desire and the insecurity of 
white heteropatriarchal mononormativity. 

Diesel is the star of Digital Sin’s interracial series Cuckold Stories 
(1-11, 2009-2013), whom Cosmopolitan magazine recently called an 
“empire.”°* Premised on the narrative of a horny white wife who is 
unsatisfied with her white husband and desires a “big black monster 
cock” to satisfy her libido, the series exemplifies the interracial cuckold 
niche.°° The DVD covers of these titles illustrate the repetitiveness of 
this fantasy, the queerness of the genre, and its coupling with BDSM 
sexuality. Staging the triad of interracial queer BDSM desire, the cov- 
ers often depict a white woman gazing at the camera with a look that 
is a combination of arousal and anxiety. The often-truncated penis of 
the black male is typically stuffed into, but unable to be accommodated 
by, her hyperextended mouth. An angst-ridden white male figure— 
husband, boyfriend, father, or son—hovers nearby, usually behind this 
interracial transgression. As his gaze locks in on the two figures, his 
agitation manifests in a gaping mouth, hands placed on his head or cov- 
ering his eyes, and/or a strong grimace. 

Though this image reveals the centrality and absolute participation 
of the white male in this drama, it reifies the intimacy of the black and 
white male. Interracial cuckold pornography eroticizes the failure of 
monogamy and the incestuous perversion of familial desire (mother- 
son, father-daughter). In interracial cuckold pornography, the illicit- 
ness of cross-race desire is as an ambiguous signifier; it compounds the 
transgressions of the hetero-nuclear family while obscuring the salience 
of queerness and BDSM. Nevertheless, the narratives of BDSM and 
queerness are, like the white man who is seemingly suspended in the 
backdrop of these images, peripheral yet important. Here the margins 
are actually the center: queer desire and BDSM take their seat in this 
perverse family play. 

Pornography plays on and with the intimate entanglement of misce- 
genation and shame.*” Many scholars have suggested that pornography 
is an apt place for enacting taboo interracial-sexual fantasies. Williams 
argues that “pornography and sexploitation cinema have at least been 
willing to explore what more polite forms do not?** Dwight McBride 
envisions pornography, specifically Internet pornography, as interven- 
ing in the politics of respectability to make possible the private con- 
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sumption of what we would be “publically ashamed” of. °° Similarly, 
Miller-Young posits that interracial video pornography intervenes in 
our shame over black-white interracial desire, enabling us to privately 
consume these fantasies: “People are ashamed of interracial desire. 
White people do not want to admit having desire for black sexuality, 
and what video does is allow them to enjoy this in the privacy of their 
own homes with no one knowing”? Dines imagines interracial pornog- 
raphy as a “safe peephole” for the white heteropatriarchal male gaze.” 
Jarrett Neal analyzes the dynamics of shame in interracial gay pornog- 
raphy, arguing that in “viewing interracial gay porn, gay white men who 
purposely distance themselves from genuine relationships with African- 
American men can indulge their private sexual fantasies while allowing 
racist and stereotypical beliefs regarding black men to persist”? While 
pornography permits the consumption of fantasies that one might not 
otherwise gratify, making the pleasure of interracial gay porn a white 
gay male's pleasure problematically disavows the unspeakable pleasures 
that guide this book. What about black pleasures—across genders and 
sexualities—in shame and the enactment of racial stereotypes that the 
play of interracial sex so easily lends itself to? What do we make of our 
libidinal investments in the history of chattel slavery and our rapture in 
race itself? These shameful pleasures are complex and include BDSM 
and homoerotic desire. BDSM and queer pleasure imbue the eroticized 
racialized shame that is integral to interracial pornography, specifically 
the cuckold niche. Thinking about pornography as a safe or ideal space 
for playing with taboo (inter)racial sexual fantasies bolsters the reality/ 
fantasy dichotomy that, like BDSM, undergirds pornography to rein- 
force a problematic view of pornography as the province of fantasy that 
is detached from our “real,” “true; sexualities.” 

Many of Diesel’s scenes in the Cuckold Stories series begin with an 
interview between “husband” and “wife” that functions as a confession 
of both interracial and queer desire. Cuckold Stories 2, for example, com- 
mences with a husband and wife sitting next to each other on a living- 
room couch.’* The “home” setting of private living rooms and bedrooms 
that serves as the mise-en-scène for many interracial cuckold videos ac- 
centuates the illicitness of this queer encounter in which the black male 
violates the sanctity of the marriage, the purity and size of the white 
female body (and the while male's policing of this corporeal site of white 
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female sexuality), the protected space of the home, and metaphorically 
through that, the nation. The husband’s introductory statement, “I per- 
sonally love watching my wife get fucked by another guy. I like watching 
her get fucked by a big fat black cock, something about it turns me on 
so fucking much,” immediately foregrounds white male desire for the 
black male body. While the husband introduces Diesel after this brief 
introductory remark as a “present” for his wife, Diesel equally performs 
for the pleasure of the white male. The casting of gay male porn star 
Derrick Paul’s as the husband contributes to the homoerotic currency 
of the scene. 

This queer instantiation and denial becomes a profound erotic ten- 
sion in this kind of pornography. Cuckold pornography brings into 
relief the queerness of heterosexual male desire within pornography. 
Samuel Delaney has compellingly identified the salience of this blurred 
eroticized boundary between heterosexual and homosexual in contem- 
porary American pornography as “the sine qua non” of a male porn 
star’s career success.” Delaney writes, “The heterosexual male audience 
was fascinated by this guy in whom the usual boundary between desire 
to be him and the desire to possess him was set so intriguingly (in male 
heterosexual terms) askew.’’® Interracial cuckold pornography irradiates 
these boundaries. Diesel joins the couple on the couch, sitting down to 
form a sandwich in which the white male is in the center. He leans over 
the husband, who retreats into the back of the couch, and begins to kiss 
the wife on the mouth. This triangular spatial configuration is central to 
the power dynamics in the scene. The white male is visible yet set a little 
ways behind his wife and Diesel. He is often present in the visual frame 
of the camera when he is not physically part of the scene and vice versa. 
For example, later we can see only his hand grasping his wife's hand as 
Diesel fucks her from behind or just his knee in the edge of the frame 
as he sits in a nearby chair, watches the cuckoldry, and touches himself. 
Even when he is invisible, his voice performs as an active partner in the 
troilism. 

After this kiss it is the proverbial big black cock that takes center 
stage—what both husband and wife “have to see.” This urgent need 
to see, of course, is a metaphor for the need for sexual consumption. 
The sight of Diesel’s cock (which, as extraordinarily large and “black,” 
has already been well set up as a metonym for black male racial-sexual 
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alterity) is just one facet of a complex prism of white male pleasure in 
this play of race. The husband is further aroused as he watches his wife’s 
pleasure and debasement (he says, “I want him to wreck that pussy. 
Stretch it all out”). He imagines his wife sucking his own cock and fan- 
tasizes about sucking Diesel’s cock as he stimulates himself. His wife's 
fellatio with Diesel evinces interracial homoerotic desire and its policing 
while providing the setting for the husband’s important role as the nar- 
rator of the cuckold fantasy. As the wife fellates Diesel, it is the husband, 
not Diesel, who utters the dirty talk, commanding: “Suck that big-ass 
black cock!” and praising his wife's skills. 

The labyrinthian layers of pleasure, identification, and denial are 
stratified by race, gender, and sexual orientation. While the husband 
serves as the mouthpiece, Diesel functions as a kind of director. He or- 
ders the wife to kiss her husband and tell her she loves him. Yet once she 
follows Diesel’s command she is reprimanded; Diesel scolds, “You can't 
kiss him. He can’t taste my cock! Go wipe his lips off. Wipe it off? White 
male pleasure in the black male body is acknowledged as it is desired, 
engaged as it is forbidden. This is a moment where the heterosexual 
brakes come on yet fail to halt the profound queerness of the interracial 
cuckold fantasy. Though Diesel prohibits the husband from tasting his 
cock, the camera undermines this edict, framing the husband as not 
merely the witness but also as a cocksucker himself. As he sits directly 
behind the couple on the couch, the husband's lips are situated on the 
same horizontal line as the wifes “cocksucking” lips. With one slight 
slippage of the spectators’ gaze or of Diesel’s hips, the “big black cock” 
could be inserted in the husband’s (“wrong”) mouth. This implied line 
mirrors the tension throughout the Cuckold Stories series between the 
recognition and disavowal of interracial homoerotic male desire. 

If the husband is not allowed to taste Diesel’s cock, touching him is 
also off limits. Diesel maintains a strict no-touching rule for the white 
male performer in these cuckold scenes. This rule reflects what Wil- 
liams identifies as what governs heterosexual hard-core pornography: 
the prohibition of male-male physical contact and, presumably, male- 
male pleasure.” Diesel states, “I let the husband or boyfriend watch me 
have sex with his wife or girlfriend, and sort of play with his bisexual 
tendencies without letting him touch me”? Like many of the audio and 
visual devices at work in the Cuckold Stories series, this no-touching 
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rule reveals the presence of homoerotic desire and pleasure, reifying the 
queer fantasy it attempts to quash. In many videos the near-contact of 
black and white male bodies undermines the authority of this rule. The 
absurdity of such a dictate is underscored when, in Cuckold Stories 11 
(2013), the tips of each man’s naked erect penis are inches away from and 
pointed toward one another in a spectacle of size comparison that mir- 
rors the video's larger juxtaposition of black and white masculinity. The 
contrast between the magnitude of black masculinity and white male 
feebleness is an unfailing trope of this type of pornography. This contest 
demonstrates the queer pleasures in and of white male humiliation that 
are so central to the interracial cuckold narrative. 

In the absence of physical contact between black and white males 
in these interracial cuckold fantasies, the white female body becomes a 
fetishistic stage for the enactment of cross-racial homoerotic desire. Her 
body serves as a conduit for their prohibited touch. She mediates the 
hesitantly disavowed homoerotic desire. For example, often both men 
will have their hand on her head as she is giving Diesel a blow job, or 
she will “take” his dick while she kisses her husband. The white female 
as intermediary for queer black-white interracial anxiety and desire is 
a familiar figure. The cult of white womanhood has historically func- 
tioned as fodder for a white male phobia about black male sexuality that 
can only be understood as queer. White male desire for the male black 
body hovers amid these profound anxieties about black male desire for 
the white female and vice versa. 

The rhetoric of BDSM intervenes in interracial cuckold pornogra- 
phy’s tentative denial of homoerotic pleasure. The diegesis, marketing, 
and sales of the genre obfuscate the queer aspect of this niche of pornog- 
raphy, but Diesel is well aware of it. He estimates that “7o percent of [his] 
fans are white gay or bisexual fans??? Similarly, black male performer 
Sean Michaels, star of the Evil Cuckold series, says that his primary au- 
dience consists of couples and gay and bisexual fans.*° In a similar vein 
of slippage between categories, although interracial cuckold porn is typi- 
cally not marketed or sold under the banner of BDSM pornography, the 
language of BDSM is used in the service of softening a conflicted homo- 
erotic desire. Marketing materials cast the male audience for interracial 
cuckold pornography as reflecting a “submissive” but not a queer desire. 
AVN describes one cuckold series as “push[ing] psychological buttons to 
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emasculate and excite the legion of submissive males that enjoys the rap- 
idly growing cuckold fetish”® It also identifies white male viewers of the 
I Can't Believe You Sucked a Negro series as having a desire for “emas- 
culation” and “self-loathing” but does not specifically mention them as 
desiring the black male body.*” Nevertheless, interracial same-sex desire 
and BDSM script the cuckold fantasy. 

BDSM throws light on the dynamics of eroticized racial humiliation 
to bring the question of pleasure into high relief. Interracial cuckold 
pornography illustrates “the seeming inescapability of the BDSM scene” 
in performances of black-white interracial sexuality.** Attesting to the 
complexity of BDSM humiliation, Jay Wiseman, author of SM 101, ana- 
lyzes not just the salience of spectatorship for the pleasure humiliation 
brings but also the “type of people watching?’** In cuckold interracial 
pornography, the race and gender of the witnesses modulate the erotic 
currency of humiliation. While Wiseman warns practitioners about cer- 
tain types of “verbal abuse” based on race, sexual orientation, religion, 
and body because it “may go deeper than intended,’ he simultaneously 
recognizes the intense arousal and “the sweet shame” of precisely this 
type of humiliation.** Like Wiseman, sexologists Moser and Kleinplatz 
cite the “difficulty” of BDSM humiliation while evoking race as one of 
its techniques. They identify interracial cuckolding, “the cuck fantasy,” 
as a common example of BDSM humiliation.*° Using BDSM as a lens to 
reveal humiliation as a technique of pleasure and queer desire disrupts 
what I believe to the oversimplified readings of interracial porn as sim- 
ply indicative and productive of degradation.*’ It helps us see debase- 
ment differently. 

Kathryn Bond Stockton analyzes the entanglement of shame, plea- 
sure, blackness, and queerness. My thinking of the productive possi- 
bility of debasement is inspired by Stockton’s radical re(theorization) 
of it. She argues that debasement is a juncture for the crossing of the 
“signs” of black and queer: two identifications that have historically been 
defined by shame. Stockton’s analysis critically reorients, recovers, and 
replays shame, exploring black peoples, queer peoples, and black queer 
peoples’ embrace of “valuable, generative, beautiful shame.’** Using the 
metaphor of a “switchpoint,” she analyzes black and queer at the inter- 
section of shame. Debasement is vital, Stockton argues, to accessing this 
“switchpoint” and navigating the seemingly distanced signs of queer- 
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ness and blackness.** That is, black and queer come into relief through 
shame. This switchpoint is the stage for cuckold interracial pornogra- 
phy, a fantasy of queered racial abjection that is enacted “between ta- 
booed attractions and acts of racial punishments.’”® Analyzing BDSM 
and pornography as axes of eroticized shame where black and queer 
“meet,” Stockton’s theorization of debasement illuminates the unspeak- 
able pleasures that ground this book. 

The sex that ensues in Cuckold Stories 2 is tame and predictable, par- 
ticularly for a sexual escapade framed as a departure from routine, va- 
nilla, conjugal sex. The fellatio foreplay is followed by a few seconds of 
cunnilingus, then a variety of different sexual positions on the couch, 
finished with a money shot where Diesel ejaculates on the wife's face. 
Throughout the video, while Diesel and the wife seem to be glued to the 
sexual surface of the couch, the husband enjoys greater mobility, floating 
in and out of the camera’s frame of view, but never far, audio-visually, 
from the copulating couple. Beyond his verbal participation, he holds 
back his wife’s hair so the camera can get a better view of Diesel’s cock in 
her mouth, kisses her lips as she is being fucked doggie style by Diesel, 
or clasps her hand as a gesture of “support.” Indeed, the “taking” of the 
“big black cock” seems to be a joint endeavor between husband and wife. 
After she confesses, “I need your support. I need your fucking support. 
You have no idea how fucking good this feels,” the husband embraces 
her hand as Diesel continues to fuck her hard from behind. Seemingly 
empowered by the touch of his hand (and/or the pleasure of Diesel’s 
cock) she says, “I can do it. We can do it together.” Her remark illustrates 
the queer collusion of the scene. 

The wife positions her desire for Diesel as relative to her husband’s 
desire for him: she confesses, “I love big cocks just as much as you 
do.” Yet once again, the white male’s desire for the black male body is 
interrupted—disciplined by the humiliation. The husband’s humiliation 
is multifaceted: effected by himself, his wife, and Diesel. For example, 
Diesel instructs the husband to take a seat in a nearby chair and orders 
the wife to put her underwear on his head. Encaging his face, the thong 
thus becomes a tool of bondage. The wife commands him to leave it on 
while he sits and watches the cuckoldry. The wifes humiliation of her 
husband and his own self-debasement is hinged on the failure of the 
white male body and white male sexuality in relation to the black male. 
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As the husband sits in the chair behind the couple and begins to jerk off 
what she refers to as his “little cock,” she tells him not to pull it out of his 
pants because it will “embarrass” her. 

The familiar narrative of black excess and white inadequacy (recall 
Vanessa Blue’s Door 2 Door) is put in the service of policing queer desire 
via humiliation. Later the husband humiliates himself, telling his wife, 
“Thats how your pussy deserves to be fucked” Just as the black male 
body becomes the site of its own reiteration and performative excess, 
the white male body co-produces the spectacle of its own racial-sexual 
humiliation. Pleasure is a product of both “perversions.” What we do not 
see here is a Keyes-like interracial fantasy of humiliation and historical 
redress enacted on the body of the white female. Though Diesel does not 
explicitly acknowledge or perform the revengeful fury of the memory 
of chattel slavery, that history nonetheless underlies the narratives of 
racialization that seethe in the interracial cuckold pornography fantasy. 
The black male is here less a “phobogenic” (a la Fanon and Williams) 
object and more a figure of desire and anticipation for both husband 
and wife. 

Cram Johnson, co-director and producer of the Oh No! Theres a 
Negro in My Mom/Daughter/Wife series, notes the racialized Oedipal 
narrative performed in the interracial cuckold fantasy: “As a child you 
were always scared that something would happen to your mother. And 
as an adult you realize that most of your early fears could be traced back 
to the black man.””* Johnson touches upon the complex psychological 
dimensions of cuckold pornography, including an Oedipal desire for 
the mother as incestuous love object (configured explicitly through the 
mother but also symbolized through the figures of wife and daughter 
as proxies for the mother) and white male castration anxiety, here in- 
stantiated through the black male phallus.” Beyond its psychoanalytic 
resonance, interracial cuckold pornography reveals the profound anxi- 
ety surrounding institutions of heteronormativity, such as marriage and 
monogamy, and their multifaceted queer (homoerotic and BDSM) inse- 
curities. The adulterous ruination of one family begets perhaps another. 
However, in this queer kinship, the black female body is absent. She is 
relegated to another plane of pornographic performance that the indus- 
try refers to as “reverse interracial” 
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Moving in Reverse: Recovering the Black Female Body in 
Interracial Pornography 


Diana Devoe, who self-identifies as and is recognized by many as the 
first black female pornography director, attests to the myriad layers 
of discrimination black female performers in the industry face—from 
lower pay rates and less diverse roles (what she calls “cheap product”) 
than those of white female performers to the insidiousness of racial- 
ized “standard[s] of beauty” that devalue them.” She argues that black 
female performers’ rejection within interracial pornography is allied 
with these discriminations: 


When you even break down the genre of interracial, interracial should 
mean this race and this race. It means black men and non-black women. 
That's all it means. If you happen to have a title that’s black women and 
white men, it’s called reverse interracial. If you happen to have a title with 
an Asian girl and a white guy, it’s just a scene. Through interracial movies, 
porn has effectively taken an X-ACTO knife and just cut black women 
out of that equation.”* 


Her terse remark about pornography’s repudiation of the black fe- 
male communicates the symbolic violence enacted in this exclusion. 
Within the mainstream commercial industry, interracial pornography 
is pornography that depicts sexual acts between a black man and a white 
woman, what Stuart Wall describes as “white guys banging hot sistas.””° 
Wall is the vice-president of Smash Pictures, a company that produces 
the “reverse interracial (IR)” series Black Pie for the White Guy (2006, 
2009). The exclusion of the black female from interracial porn testi- 
fies to her contested ontology as an unraced, ungendered body. In this 
construct, black women are rendered not merely invisible but also in- 
human. This debarment and the creation of another category, reverse 
interracial, effectively excludes them from one of the most profitable 
niches of contemporary American commercial pornography and from 
larger societal ideals of beauty and body. It also signifies the failure of 
systems of identification such as gender and race to speak for and to the 
black female body. 
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The fact that black women hover outside the bounds of womanhood 
itself, beyond “the ranks of gendered femaleness,’ accounts for their ex- 
clusion from the genre of interracial pornography, not just, to recall Skin, 
their location outside of the “normal porno look.”’® In our collective 
racist imaginary they do not occupy the status of daughters, wives, and 
mothers—figures around which interracial porn pivots. Spillers troubles 
the legibility of black womanhood in a way that decodes their exclusion 
from this important niche of American commercial pornography. She 
problematizes race and gender, arguing that as a result of the lingering 
traumas of chattel slavery and its “rule of dominance,’ the conventional 
grammar of gender fails black women.” The gendered subject positions 
of “male” and “female” have no symbolic coherence for the postslavery 
black body. Spillers’s theorization of the failure of institutions of identity 
and language to recognize and speak for black female subjectivity is both 
historically accurate and prescient. 

I suggest that we see black women’s exclusion from interracial pornog- 
raphy in tandem with other coeval institutional “failures” in the arena of 
black women’s sexuality. Such a move not only recognizes pornography 
as a central, not a marginal, space for constructing black female sexual- 
ity; it also signals the widespread nature of black women’s exclusion at 
many social levels. For example, the low marriage rates of black women 
have received recent attention in the media and academia, prompting 
Ralph Richard Banks to ask, “Is marriage for white people?”** Might 
thinking about black women’s absence from interracial pornography in 
light of their marriage “crisis” be a move toward considering the larger 
“state” of black female sexuality—its continued challenges to the hetero- 
normative state and the state of heteronormativity—beyond exclusion 
from the “fantasy” of interracial pornography to more material forms of 
exclusion? What larger institutions and systems of representation fail to 
include black female sexuality, and why do they do so? Furthermore, to 
what extent can we understand these failures as a subverting these sys- 
tems themselves and/or as more historically familiar iterations of black 
womens exclusion? 

Though the name reverse interracial porn would seem to signify a 
switching of the identifications of race and gender, the genre does not 
offer the rich, developed diegesis of the genre of interracial pornogra- 
phy that the cuckold fantasy does. The dynamic characterization, plot, 
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dialogue, comedy, and mise-en-scéne of interracial pornography are not 
matched in reverse interracial porn, which often is instead a mere hard- 
core partnering of black women and white men that typically lacks a 
developed storyline. Reverse interracial porn performs a rather insecure 
reversal of traditional interracial pornography. Despite its inclusion of 
the black female, it remains anchored in the rhetoric of racial-sexual 
alterity that fuels traditional interracial pornography. While it might be 
tempting to view reverse interracial porn, particularly that produced 
by black directors, as a kind of corrective response to the genre’s prob- 
lematic excising of black women, it reifies that exclusion. That is, al- 
though producing reverse interracial pornography creates opportunities 
for black women working in the industry, it reinforces their position 
in an alternate racialized and gendered libidinal economy and site of 
representation. 

Lexington Steele sees the economic potential of reverse interracial 
pornography. Steele views it not so much as a chance to combat the ex- 
clusion of black women from interracial porn or to provide black fe- 
male performers with more diverse roles but as a business opportunity. 
He sees reverse interracial porn as a profitable and novel commodity, 
“something new” to give retailers a “heads up on [their] competition”? 
In May 2006, Steele released White Man's Revenge, “the first title from 
Mercenary to only feature scenes with black females and white males.”!”° 
While the title promises a Keyes-like narrative of historically tinged ra- 
cial revenge, it fails to deliver such theatrics. Reverse interracial porn 
is not a sequel of sorts in the continuing drama of the miscegenation 
taboo in which the violated white male seeks vengeance for the black 
male’s sexual conquest of the white female. No such script is invoked in 
White Mans Revenge or in reverse interracial porn generally, raising the 
questions of for what, from whom, and why the white male is seeking 
revenge. 

White Man's Revenge begins with a hyperbolic spectacle of white male 
desire for black female sexuality. Two “white” male performers walk into 
a house where the sex acts take place with bags of chocolate items: hot 
chocolate, chocolate milk, candies, and so forth."°’ When the camera- 
man asks them why they chose to bring chocolate instead of beer, vodka, 
or pizza, they confess that they “just want a little chocolate.” He assures 
them, “Well, I got a little chocolate for ya,” and the first of six black 
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women performers in the video emerges. Yet with the exception this 
brief introductory scene, White Man’s Revenge is much like many other 
gonzo videos in which the diegesis—already weak here—is secondary to 
sex. Unlike the interracial cuckold genre and in defiance of its intrigu- 
ing title, White Man’s Revenge does not dramatize the taboo of black- 
white sexual intimacy but rather performs a more a quotidian instance 
of white male access to black female sexuality. What is it about this gen- 
dered iteration of interracial sex—black women and white men—that 
does not require such storytelling? How does the always alreadyness of 
black female libidinality foreclose the dramatization of certain narra- 
tives? Does this coition need no pretext? Indeed, black women’s sexual 
intimacy with white men has never had the same taboo currency as the 
“reverse.” 

If the miscegenation taboo seems weakly enacted in this “reverse” 
iteration of the interracial pornographic fantasy, the queerness of the 
scenes are undeniable. Like interracial porn, reverse interracial porn 
queers white male heterosexual desire. Black sexuality again becomes 
the conduit for both attracting and repelling white male homoeroticism, 
which is also exceedingly ambivalent in this scenario. White Man's Re- 
venge bucks the heterosexual hard-core porn mandate of no male-male 
intimacy. At the beginning of one scene, one white male performer as- 
serts: “I mean, I am not doing anything with guys.” The cameraman 
responds, “I wouldn't hang out with you if you did; shit with dudes, 
man, that’s all wrong!,” and both men laugh. Minutes later, the camera 
zooms in on two erect white penises rubbing against one another in the 
hyperextended mouth of black female performer Marie Luv. The casting 
of Mario Banderas, star of Straight Guys for Gay Eyes (2006), as one of 
the male leads further throws into question the video's heteronormative 
posturing and homophobic dialogue. 

The difference between reverse interracial and interracial porn re- 
veals how as, Kevin Mumford argues, the taboo of black men’s sexual 
intimacy with white women—and not the reverse—is the “defining 
taboo of the margin.’’” Yet pornography has not always subscribed to 
this racialized and gendered norm of interracial desire. In the follow- 
ing section, my discussion of pornography’s performance of black-white 
interracial sex looks back at the stag genre of the early to mid-twentieth 
century to further illuminate the complexity of interracial desire within 
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pornography. Though commercial interracial pornography was first 
produced in the United States in the early 1980s, interracial sex occupies 
a primordial space in the history of moving-image pornography.’ An 
early example of interracial pornography illustrates the nuances of por- 
nography’s playful rendering of the color line. Not a rendering of anxiety, 
threat, or phobic libidinal deviance but rather an instantiation of ame- 
liorative, jocular amalgamation, the example I read here from the stag 
genre signals the historical presence of the black female in interracial 
pornography and the instability of the erotics of and at the color line. 


Another Blend of Black and White: Racial Amalgamation in the 
Stag Genre 


Venturing back to the stag genre to analyze this example of early interra- 
cial moving-image pornography enables us to see the shifting valence of 
interracial desire within pornography, uncover a space the black female 
formerly occupied within pornography, and analyze her absence/pres- 
ence in contemporary interracial pornography. Produced from roughly 
1920 up until the 1960s, stag films, silent black-and-white shorts that 
averaged ten to twelve minutes, are the origin of American hard-core 
porn.’® Until the early 1950s, stag films were shot mostly using 16mm 
film.*°° Because of the existing obscenity laws, stag films were anon- 
ymously produced, performed, and consumed; they were shown to a 
clandestine audience of predominately white males.’*’ Stag films are 
integral, albeit underground, elements of American visual culture.*°* 
The clandestine nature of the production and consumption of stag films 
speaks to the equivocal positioning of pornography in American society 
and its slippery relationship to nation and nationality. Linda Williams's 
term “on/scenity” communicates the paradox of pornography that stags 
instantiate—its liminal yet central place within American culture and 
its unstable location somewhere between the real and the symbolic and 
imaginary, between mainstream and margins, between legal and ille- 
gal, between good and bad. Stag films were urgently desired yet widely 
shunned.’ 

Stag films serve as an insightful point from which to interrogate per- 
formances of interracial sexual fantasy and to illuminate the function of 
pornography as a visual technology of sexuality, race, and gender. These 
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films were screened covertly at underground locations such as private 
homes, in shops after hours, and in the meeting places of fraternal orga- 
nizations such as Elks Clubs. Spectatorship of these films involved more 
than rudimentary sex education; they also constructed and reflected 
white male heteropatriarchal hegemony and exclusion.’’° Although, as 
Joseph Slade notes, these “amateur pursuits” made little money because 
of their limited audience, the currency of the “stag ritual” as a collec- 
tive social force of white masculinity remains strong.’’’ The commu- 
nal viewing audience of stag films offered a fraternity-like brotherhood 
of white male heteropatriarchal power, pleasure, and privilege. While 
Williams rightly recognizes that women were never the “intended audi- 
ence for these films,’ early moving-image American pornography was 
both mobilized by and productive of a racial exclusion that reveals the 
constitutive relationship of old-boy networks and white masculinity to 
racialized sexuality.’ 

While the audience for stag films was largely white male, the perform- 
ers are somewhat more diverse. Miller- Young estimates that black per- 
formers were not prominent actors in stag films until the 1930s, although 
their presence was symbolically evoked through racialized themes and 
exoticism.'** Her important work on stag films reveals how not only 
contemporary racial politics but also technology informs pornography’s 
articulation of white male desire for black female sexuality. While the 
presence of black bodies in stag films is evidence of white male desire 
for interracial sex, Miller- Young contends that because these films were 
collectively viewed, interracial desire remained somewhat “policed.” She 
writes, “Decades later, home video allowed for the proliferation of porn 
displaying interracial sex for white spectators in ways that were previ- 
ously impermissible within the strict economy of racial segregation” ™* 
Kenneth Turan and Stephen Zito contend that the black presence in stag 
films intensified and diversified after World War II; before that, black 
performers were primarily symbolic participants in the genre, evoking 
humor through their roles as black comics or clown-like figures, ser- 
vants, and lazy peeping toms. After World War II, they became explicitly 
sexual performers and their roles broadened slightly.'*® According to 
Turan and Zito, this was a result of filmmakers’ capitalization on “the 
shock value of interracial intercourse.”"’° This theory of black inclusion 
contrasts with historians Al Di Laurio and Gerald Rabkin’s argument 
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that an “increased tolerance of sexual diversity” was responsible for the 
growing numbers of black bodies on stag screens.'’” Nevertheless, Turan 
and Zito argue, black performers were limited by stereotypes and sub- 
servient roles—“old characterizations (proud, savage black men who lust 
after weak white women; cruel white men who abuse black women) and 
the old situations (black maids are seduced by white employers; black 
repairman come to fix the phone and fix the Vassar wife instead).”"'* I 
find that stag films were not quite this formulaic with regard to perfor- 
mances of racialized sexuality. 

While racialized sexuality, particularly the black female body, dis- 
rupts the trite narratives that stag films clung to, however loosely; chal- 
lenges the rigidity of the gender roles the films depict; and disrupts the 
category of “woman” and “man” the films reflect and create, examples 
such as the ones I analyze below suggest the salience of narrative in stag- 
ing black sexuality and through it, interracial sex. In many stag films a 
trite domestic narrative serves to explain sex, reflecting a conventional 
heteronormative construction of gendered space. Often the female per- 
former waits inside a domestic space for the male to enter. His role of 
mechanic or deliveryman serves one function: to “bring the man into 
the home’ so the sex acts can take place.’’” Black women, however, do 
not typically perform the archetypal stag female—that is, the randy, 
lonely housewife waiting for her husband, a messenger, a bellhop, or a 
maintenance man or the single woman lounging alone who is surprised 
by her assailant, then succumbs and then enjoys his advances. Instead, 
the black female performer often plays “herself? a role that speaks to 
the presumed libidinal nature of the black female as always already por- 
nographic and to her continuing exclusion from the popular image of 
domestic womanhood in the first half of the twentieth century. Further- 
more, contrary to what Turan and Zito note, black people (both men 
and women) performed sexually in stag films before World War II in 
a variety of roles and diverse characterizations. While, as Miller- Young 
notes, the presence of black actors is stronger in later stag films, there is 
evidence of black performance in stag before 1930. The biggest increase 
in black performers in the films in the Kinsey archive stag collection 
took place after 1947. 

Blends (circa 1940, 8:23), depicts sex between a black female and a 
white male, mapping a space for the black female in pornography’s vi- 
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brant (inter)racial imaginary.’”° The film plays artfully with the rhetoric 
of miscegenation, contrasting the polarized figures of black femininity 
and white masculinity. The racial-sexual alterity of the black female 
body as a foil for the whiteness of her male partner is the crux of the 
film and its erotic capital. Like many films of the genre, in the absence 
of sound, Blends relies on written text to narrate the actions of the 
two actors. This text provides the central storyline: a comic tale of the 
joys of black-white intimacy. The first frame of the text introduces the 
film’s overarching theme of mixing: “We all know how blending im- 
proves such things as Tobaccos, Whiskeys & Spices, so we now show 
you blends in screwing!” The use of food and drink metaphors to refer 
to black female sexuality in pornography remains a common practice. 
Chocolate, cocoa, coffee, and caramel are common words that are used 
to signify the consumption of the black female body as a site of fe- 
tishized racial-sexual alterity within pornography. Here the use of food 
and drink as a metaphor for black-white amalgamation is an attempt 
to deproblematize interracial sex.'”’ The benign, ameliorating blending 
of everyday American commodities—tobacco, whiskey, and spices— 
serves as a platform from which to explore the taboo concept of black- 
white intimacy. 

Blends disrupts contemporary pornographic renderings of interracial 
intimacy to open up a space for the black female body in this line of 
performance. It also reveals how these fantasies and their performances 
are unstable and shift with the sociopolitical cultural tides. Interracial 
intimacy in earlier stag films is dominated by the pairing of the white 
male with the black female; interracial intimacy between black men 
and white women did not become part of the stag genre until the late 
1950s.'*” Even within the imagined “safeness” and fantasy of the space 
of pornography, pornographers were perhaps not ready to break some 
racial-sexual taboos before the mid-twentieth century. The stag genre 
reveals the black female’s historical space in the pornographic fantasy. 
And like contemporary interracial pornography, stag films cast inter- 
racial intimacy as heterosexual.’ 

In 1940, twenty-seven years before the landmark Loving v. Virginia 
(1967) case, in which the Supreme Court invalidated miscegenation laws, 
not only were marriages between black and white legally prohibited in 
thirty-one of the forty-eight states, but representations of interracial sex 
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on screen were also forbidden.'”* The Production Code (also known as 
the Hays Code), which the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors 
of America (MPPDA) introduced in the 1930s, attests to the integral role 
of films in the invention and policing of racialized identities and white- 
ness as a protected category of privilege. Item number six of the “Sex” 
section of the code, entitled “Miscegenation,’ prohibited performances 
of black-white sexual intimacy: “sex relationships between the white and 
black races is forbidden.” With the Hays Code’s prohibition of acts of 
miscegenation on screen, the underground genre of stag films provided 
an audience, albeit a select one, with the taboo pleasure of watching 
black-and-white sex. 

The second frame of Blends shows the black woman undressing in 
front of the camera, smiling coyly while removing her white undergar- 
ment, which contrasts with her dark skin. Rendered in black and white, 
the eroticized contrast of the color line becomes even more pronounced. 
This value heightens the performed physiological and ontological foil of 
the black-white interracial pairing. (Visual contrast remains an impor- 
tant technique of eroticized racial-sexual alterity in current interracial 
pornography; numerous scholars have discussed the investment of con- 
temporary interracial pornography in the value of skin pigmentation— 
what Lexington Steele calls “the fascination with the color contrast.”’”’) 
The woman turns around to display her naked backside to the camera, 
bends over, and begins shaking her buttocks while waving one hand 
through her widely parted legs. Her direct eye contact with the camera 
and waving motion signal her active engagement with camera and the 
gaze of the viewing audience. Her moves appear to be choreographed 
or orchestrated in compliance with the pornographic edict of revealing 
the body to the camera—what Williams terms hard core’s “principle of 
maximum visibility? ’?° This playfulness of her movement echoes the hu- 
morous text and the film’s theme of harmless, if not beneficial, amalga- 
mation. Blends illustrates how, as Tavia Nyongo notes, amalgamation is 
not just a trope of blending; it is also a “metaphor of transformation? 17 
The storylines of stag films often reflect crude humor, puns, clichés, and 
dirty jokes. This silliness is quickly interrupted by the explicitness of 
the text: “First you must have a dark, soft, luscious, black pussy. Second 
you need a long, hard Dick.” Exoticized and eroticized black pussy as 
the synecdoche of black female sexuality is the primary ingredient— 


160 | INTERRACIAL ITERATIONS AND INTERNET IN(TER)VENTIONS 


the foundational flavor base—in the recipe of black-white interracial sex 
Blends purveys. While scholars have recognized the role of the stag film 
as sex pedagogy (Joseph Slade notes that “for generations of Americans, 
stag films provided their first unfettered view of sexual activity”), their 
function as a technique of racialization remains overlooked. Blends is a 
visual and textual tutorial on interracial sex in which the pedagogies of 
pleasure, race, and sex collide.’”* 

The genitalization of the black female body works in tandem with 
her function as a “spice” or “flavor” to enliven the insipidity of both 
white sexuality and intraracial sex. This understanding of race mixing 
reverberates in historical European and Euro-American conceptions 
of miscegenation, which, contrary to popular belief, did not singularly 
discourage sex across the color line, at least not until the end of the 
nineteenth century, when (white) racial purity as imperative to the 
constitution of the nation became the dominant view.’”’ For example, 
though Arthur de Gobineau recognized the attraction of miscegenation 
(he wrote, “It would be unjust to assert that every mixture is bad and 
harmful”), he believed that it would ultimately lead to the deteriora- 
tion of civilization.’*® The Blends mentality that the exotic currency 
of black sexuality would improve white sexuality resonates in the very 
document that brought the word “miscegenation” (from the Latin mis- 
cere [to mix] and genus [race], into the national lexicon in the 1860s. 
Though the pamphlet Miscegenation (1864) was revealed to be a politi- 
cal hoax aimed at sabotaging Lincoln’s campaign for reelection, it played 
with important extant desires and phobias surrounding black sexuality, 
stereotypes of racialized sexuality, and sex across the color line that in- 
terracial pornography continues to engage. In line with Blends’ view of 
the dichotomous yet harmonious and productive pairing of black-white 
sexuality—the ameliorating property of blackness and its ability to sexu- 
ally enhance—the pamphlet positions the “white American” in a state 
“of physical decay” for which “negro” sexuality provides an antidote.’*? 
Black sex intervenes in the blandness of white sexual intercourse, which 
is deemed “formal, ascetic, unemotional.”*? Blends animates the slip- 
page between miscegenation as procreation and as merely sex in its 
imagining of sexual intercourse across the color line as productive, but 
it encourages these “blends” not so much for a progressive American 
civilization as for a modern sexuality. 
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Though Blends exemplifies the diversity in the pornographic render- 
ing of black-white interracial sex, like contemporary cuckold interracial 
porn, it rests on the foundation of the erotic currency of black women’s 
racial-sexual alterity. Echoing the shifting conceptions and iterations of 
sex across the color line, pornography serves as an important place from 
which to both consider the question of black-white interracial desire 
and to remind us that racial ideologies and their performative render- 
ings are never fixed. Blends illustrates the irony of miscegenation itself— 
its rigidifying rather than softening of racial boundaries.’** In blending 
black and white, Blends further reifies these racial identifications as dis- 
tinct categories. 

After a quick shot of the black woman sitting on a bed, legs open 
widely to display her genitalia to the camera, we cut to her giving a hand 
job to the white man, whose body is cut off by the frame so that his 
upper body and face are not visible.** He appears to push the woman's 
face down toward his penis but is denied. This failed attempt at fellatio— 
her rejection of his advance—signals the agency of the black female per- 
former, suggesting her enforcement of firm boundaries in the context of 
her sexual performance. Yet the film’s failure to produce fellatio merely 
reinforces the construction of black-white genital sexual intercourse as 
the ultimate blend, the most salient and pleasurable racial-sexual trans- 
gression. The text anticipates the impending intercourse: “Now by push- 
ing the two thoroughly for a half hour” Always vulgarly humorous, the 
text narrates the acts of interracial intimacy yet never completely mir- 
rors the happenings on screen. Blends plays with what Jane Gaines refers 
to as the “distinction between literary telling and cinematic showing,” 
illustrating that showing and telling provide different renditions of the 
same “reality”? Multiple layers and forms of storytelling operate in tan- 
dem to convey this story of racial amalgamation. 

Although the final scene of genital penetration is not the “half hour” 
the text promises, it is quite long, lasting almost one minute and twenty 
seconds of this short film. The scene seems longer because of the static 
nature of the shot—neither the couple nor the camera change positions. 
The film’s emphasis on genital penetration subscribes to what Di Laurio 
and Rabkin identify as the stag genre's truncation of narrative and other 
filmic elements in favor of sex: the “raison d'être? Similarly, Williams 
reads the stag film as a “primitive genital show” in which sex often inter- 
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rupts and/or supersedes a linear narrative filmic progression. *?” Blends 
challenges this model; it provides its spectators with the spectacle of sex 
while simultaneously staging an elaborate story of racial amalgamation 
whose coherence endures throughout the entire film. 

The films penultimate line: “So, don’t give up, just pull it a few times 
and it will rise again,” seems to refer to the male's loss of erection as we 
cut to the semi-recumbent couple, smiling shyly and stimulating each 
other’s genitals with their hands. After engaging in one final act of in- 
tercourse in the reverse cowgirl position, with the camera positioned 
underneath and behind their bodies to maximally capture the spectacle 
of genitality, the film transitions abruptly to the male with a towel in his 
hand, wiping his genitals before handing the towel to the woman so she 
can wipe hers.'*® Returning to the food metaphor that the film began 
with, the final text reads “After going about three or four times, then 
taste it and see if its blend satisfies? The camera cuts to black female 
spreading her labia widely in front of the camera while the white male 
performs a brief act of cunnilingus, mirroring the abruptness with which 
the film finishes. We may read this act of cunnilingus, however fleeting, 
as signaling black female pleasure. Yet within the culinary narrative of 
Blends, this “taste” also reflects the black female pussy as an object of 
exoticized edibility and white male consumption (both the white male 
performer on screen and the stag audience at large). Blends sketches a 
historical vignette of black-white interracial intimacy that carves a space 
for the black female body in the landscape of early interracial pornogra- 
phy and instantiates the salience of black female racial-sexual alterity in 
early interracial pornographic fantasies. 


Bright and Shiny Futures: Queering Black Female 
Pornographic Production 


If the first part of this chapter is about the disavowal and exclusion of 
black females, its conclusion is invested in a project of recovery. In the 
previous section I began this work, leaping back to the stag genre to 
place the black female body in interracial moving-image pornography. 
Now I turn to pornography produced by black queer women as a site of 
intervention in the pornographic field of black female sexuality, focus- 
ing on the work on one black queer female producer/director, Shine 
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Louise Houston. I introduce Houston and her work not as a solution 
to mainstream interracial pornography’s exclusion of the black female 
body but as a kind of modern possibility. Acutely aware of the interracial 
trend the cuckolding niche has pioneered, Houston frames her work 
as a counterpoint to mainstream commercial interracial pornography. 
Reflecting on her pornography production for a newspaper article that 
examines the trend in “racist porn,” Houston states, “Sometimes I ask 
myself why I do it. Then I read articles like the one in AVN about the 
‘interracial porn market’ and I remember why very quickly??? Although 
she suggests that mainstream interracial porn perpetuates dangerous 
myths of black sexuality, she remains reluctant “to condemn produc- 
ers of racially inflammatory content.’'*° Resisting the label of interracial 
pornography or any one of its possible iterations (such as, for exam- 
ple, queer reverse interracial porn), Houston's work bucks prevailing 
trends of interracial intimacy in pornography. Her pornography lacks 
the familiar stereotypes about and signifiers of excessive black female 
sexuality and disrupts the “historical underpinning” that stages intimate 
scenes of black-white sexual dominance and submission.'*’ Houston's 
work avoids “the history of racial codes that lie in wait like traps to be 
sprung”; these pervasive “racial codes” of American culture make race 
legible and visible.'** 

We might situate both Houston’s pornography and my citation of it, 
in what Jennifer C. Nash calls “recovery work,” “black feminist represen- 
tation that attempts to salvage the black female body from the violence 
of the visual field.’** However, Houston, like other black queer por- 
nographers, expresses ambivalence about the designation feminist, even 
though she has been acknowledged by the Feminist Porn Awards.*** 
Though she does not “necessarily label [her]self a feminist” and her “in- 
tention was never to make feminist pornography,” Houston believes that 
“pornography has a potential to be feminist or some kind of perhaps re- 
sponsibility to be feminist.’'** Similarly, contemporary black queer por- 
nographer Nenna Joiner is equivocal about the “f word? When I asked 
her if she identified as a feminist, she replied, “No; I wouldn't say I dont, 
but I don't say I do either.’'*° Nevertheless, she recognizes the critical 
labor that the term performs for her work. In particular, the Feminist 
Porn Awards have “created a shelving quality or a universe in which we 
are able to exist.” Recognizing the power of language to create a space 
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in which not only black women’s queer pornography but also the black 
female body itself is “able to exist,” Joiner echoes Spillers, illuminating 
how the black female subject is hailed as subject through discourse.'*” 

Transforming the field of queer pornography production, Houston 
produces pornography that disrupts stereotypes and the legibility of 
the black female body within the pornographic frame. Houston chal- 
lenges “formula[s]” of normative black female sexuality in mainstream 
porn: “There is power in creating images, and for a woman of color 
and a queer to take that power . . . I don't find it exploitative; I think it’s 
necessary. '** Her films showcase stunning cinematography, inventive 
narratives, and incredibly diverse performers with respect to race, gen- 
der, and body. Houston's work critically queers representations of black 
female sexual desire, offering modes of pleasure outside hegemonic, 
heteronormative representations of black female sexuality in pornogra- 
phy. Houston did not fall into pornography serendipitously, nor is she a 
filmmaking dilettante. After earning a BA in Fine Art Film from the San 
Francisco Art Institute, Houston worked at the legendary San Francisco 
sex shop Good Vibrations (a veritable breeding ground of sex-positive 
pornographers since its founding in 1977) for five years before she began 
producing her own porn.'*? Houston discerned an urgent demand for 
a different type of pornography that she believed reflected the fanta- 
sies and figures of LGBT people: “That’s when I’m like, there needs to 
be more voices. I believe in my politics. If you don't like it, do what I 
did. I didn’t like what was going on in the porn industry in terms of 
representation of gay, lesbian, queer, and trans folk, so I made my own 
stuff?’°° This DIY impetus motivated by a profound disappointment 
with mainstream porn’s offerings is a salient factor running through not 
only Houston's work but also through the work of many contemporary 
black queer female pornographers who desire to create and disseminate 
new images of black female sexuality.*” 

Houston has produced and directed a number of feature-length porn 
films, including Superfreak (2006), The Wild Search (2007), Champion: 
Love Hurts (2008), and Occupied (2013). Houston also owns and operates 
PinkLabel.TV, a fair-trade video-on-demand digital distribution website 
featuring both her own porn and the work of other independent queer 
pornography filmmakers. In the interest of space, here I focus on her 
highly critically acclaimed website crashpadseries.com, which launched 
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in 2008 and often features interracial sexual performances.'** Crashpad- 
series.com is based on Houston's first feature film, The Crash Pad (2005) 
a story about an unconnected group of couples, many of whom were 
couples in real life, who are given a key to a San Francisco apartment 
that functions as an impromptu venue for their sexual escapades. Be- 
hind the closed doors of the mysterious apartment, “a notorious hotbed 
of queer sex” viewers are privy, via webcam or through an actual keyhole 
mediated by the lens of Houston's video camera, to myriad hard-core 
sex acts.'°*? Houston’s voyeuristic gaze literally and figuratively directs 
the performances. She states, “I am by nature a voyeur so it’s just like 
it’s my perfect situation”’** In many episodes the frame switches back 
and forth from the sexual action inside the small room to a close-up of 
Houston's glossy eyeball, illuminated by the light of her laptop screen, 
on which we see a grainy, green-filtered webcam rendition of what the 
primary video camera reveals inside the “crash pad.” The layers of spec- 
tatorship are complex and are mediated by technology. Eight years and 
over 200 episodes later, the series is thriving. The Crash Pad series is 
not just popular with critics and viewers; performers are also eager to 
participate. Houston tells me that they never have to recruit performers 
and have a waiting list with enough models to book for approximately 
the next five years. 

Employing the crash pad narrative of extemporaneous sex in the do- 
mestic setting of a random urban apartment, the series hinges upon a 
complex and contradictory performance of sexual authenticity, some- 
thing critics have praised. Crashpadseries.com is framed as displaying 
the “real” sex of “real” lesbians. For example, a pornmoviesforwomen. 
com description states that “there are no gay-for-pay bottle blondes with 
scary fake boobs and fingernails engaged in perfunctory sex here.”’*° 
Pink and White Productions, Houston's production company, markets 
crashpadseries.com as depicting more authentic expressions of queer 
bodies and desire: 


The premise is simple: there’s an apartment, and if you’re lucky enough 
to be given the key, you can let yourself in . . . and let yourself go. This 
isn’t fake lesbian porn with pointless high heels and starlets barely able 
to conceal their distaste as they awkwardly tongue kiss. Real sex, real 
orgasms, real sweat, real bodily fluids, real laughter—this is the genuine 


166 | INTERRACIAL ITERATIONS AND INTERNET IN(TER)VENTIONS 


article, so utterly natural that the fact it’s being filmed seems nearly 
incidental.**° 


The rhetoric of authenticity in Houston's work becomes an important, 
but problematic, strand weaving through the work of a broader wave of 
contemporary black female produced pornography.'*’ That is, Houston 
is imagined and imagines herself to be making pornography that caters 
to the real fantasies of real black women and as work that represents real 
bodies, the kind we do not typically see in mainstream porn. The furtive 
locale of the crash pad provides the ground for an authentically imag- 
ined staging of queer sex. The equally mysterious mythical key opens 
more than the doors to the crash pad; it serves as a powerful metaphori- 
cal device that symbolizes a broader expansion of racialized sexualities 
in the landscape of contemporary American commercial porn, opening 
and unlocking a queered, destabilized deconstruction of sexual catego- 
ries. Beyond depicting queer relations and sexual fantasy, the Crash Pad 
series is politically invested in a critique of the dichotomies of hetero- 
normativity. As L. H. Stallings had argued in her visionary theorization 
of a radical black female sexual subjectivity, “Real resistance to negative 
stereotypes would entail more than simply reversing the binary logic 
of stereotypes about Black women’s sexuality: it would mean destroy- 
ing systems of gender and sexuality that make the stereotypes possible. 
Such action would aid in the initial construction of radical Black female 
sexual subjectivities.”’** Technology is a key to this resistance: Houston 
tells me that technology is “power? The Internet has enabled her to 
“build something that [I] was going to be able to create content on a 
regular basis.”’°° We can understand the medium facilitating not a kind 
of singular interruption but an ongoing process of continual permuta- 
tion reflecting the dynamism and multivalence of black female sexuality 
itself. By providing this type of constant content, Houston deploys the 
technology of the Internet to make possible an ever-evolving perfor- 
mance of black womanhood. 

Having “no fear of the technology,’ Houston imagines cyberspace as a 
laboratory for the invention of new and dynamic representational para- 
digms of black female sexuality.'** As I argue elsewhere, we need to pay 
critical attention to pornography produced by black women as a salient 
force in a larger digital renaissance of black female cultural production 
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and look toward black female pornographers as pioneers in black wom- 
ens commandeering of new media as vehicles for self-representation.'° 
While we need to look more closely, and certainly more seriously, at 
Internet pornography and the ways it allows new and different groups of 
people, often those who have traditionally been marginalized, to actively 
participate in important discourses about gender, race, sexuality this ex- 
amination needs to come with a recognition of the ways this new media 
has buttressed existing structures of power and the ways that the Inter- 
net recycles old and discredited signifiers of black womanhood. Mireille 
Miller- Young has wisely cautioned us to be critical of interpretations 
of cyberporn that see the Internet as a site of utopian democratization. 
Her work exposes the ways that netporn can be “both transgressive 
and repressive for Black sexual politics.”"°? Empowered by technology, 
Houston navigates a pornography cyberscape that excises black women 
from interracial pornography or renders their sexuality as hyperbolic, as 
websites such as ghettodoorway.com, ebonycumdumps.com, ghettogag- 
gers.com, ghettobootytube.org, and hoodhunter.com do. Her work in- 
tervenes in pornography’s spectacle of black female racial-sexual alterity. 
In the following chapter, I take up the interpretation of technology that 
Houston proposes, interrogating the twisted technologies of race, sexu- 
ality, gender, pleasure, and visuality in BDSM pornography. 
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4 
Techno-Kink 
Fucking Machines and Gendered, Racialized Technologies of Desire 


Welcome to fucking machines. 
—Tomcat* 


A Fetish Empire 


Kink.com, which was founded by Peter Acworth in 1997, is the Inter- 
net’s largest producer of BDSM porn. Acworth, the son of a former Jesuit 
priest and sculptor, spent his youth in Derbyshire, England. In his mid- to 
late twenties while still in graduate school in the United States, Acworth 
launched his first porn website, “Hogtied? which specialized in female 
bondage (and is still extant).* In addition to his personal interest in 
bondage, Acworth recognized the profit potential of BDSM as an under- 
exploited niche.’ Just one year later, in 1998, after running the site out of 
his graduate school dorm room, he left school, moved to San Francisco, 
which he refers to as a “fetish capital,” to run full time Cybernet Entertain- 
ment, now called kink.com. Acworth is not shy about stating his financial 
and personal motivations for getting into the realm of Internet BDSM 
pornography, nor is he is mute about his political aspirations and the 
more pedagogical objectives of kink.com. Striving to provide “the high- 
est quality fetish entertainment available,” kink.com’s primary mission is 
to “demystify and celebrate alternative sexualities by providing the most 
authentic kinky experiences.”* Since its inception in the late 1990s, the 
company has evolved from Acworth’s solo labor of love, where he initially 
did most everything himself (lighting, video, still photography, bondage, 
site construction, programming, and editing) in his small San Francisco 
apartment to a thriving company with numerous websites, employees, 
and a 200,000-square-foot urban castle as a company home. 

In 2006, Acworth changed the company name to kink.com and began 
rapidly growing the business. He hired more employees, purchased more 
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production equipment, added content to and increased the number of 
sites, increased its social media and digital presence, and bought and 
began renovating the massive historic San Francisco Armory. Acworth 
has been strict about the types of renovation he has done to the build- 
ing; he has retained and restored original period details of the Armory 
such as wainscoting, stone staircases, sweeping corridors, cavern access 
to Mission Creek, and a massive drill court spanning almost an acre, but 
he has been most imaginative about set design and the construction of 
many of kink.com’s websites. From painstaking replicas of school class- 
rooms and locker rooms to futuristic laboratories to medical examina- 
tion rooms to the lavish “Upper Floor” (an Edwardian-style great house 
where BDSM and fetish reality shows take place in real time), kink.com 
is known for its elaborate sets. While hygiene, function, and safety are 
all critical, the design principle that drives kink.com art director Chris- 
topher Gaw is “CYFOI: Can you fuck on it?”® Gaw and his design team 
coat the wooden surfaces of desks in a mock school classroom with extra 
layers of polyurethane glaze to facilitate easy cleaning. They choose non- 
porous surfaces such as tile and vinyl to make disinfection simple. They 
bolster floors and other surfaces with invisible padding. The precise 
height of 29.5 inches, what Gaw identifies as “the ideal height for lifting 
someone onto it? guides their architecture.’ The space of the armory, 
physically and aesthetically, has facilitated kink.com’s reign as “a fetish 
empire” and Acworth’s role as the “king of kink.”® 

Kink.com currently has thirty-six hard-core pornography websites 
that garner over 600,000 visitors per month.’ In a pornography cy- 
berscape dominated by free sites, kink.com distinguishes itself with its 
high-production-value BDSM and live webcam sites.’° Site descriptions 
of a wide range of implements, from electrical stimulation and metal, 
rope, and water bondage devices to an arsenal of mechanical fucking 
machines, evidence the company’s interest in BDSM as a technology 
of pleasure and its investment in authenticity. Indicative of kink.com’s 
visibility, recently the media has both celebrated and denounced the 
pornography production house. It is the subject of two recent films— 
one a drama, About Cherry (2012, dir. Stephen Elliot), and the other a 
documentary, Kink (2013, dir. Christina Voros). While these films largely 
work to highlight the values of kink.com, which include maintaining “a 
safe, sane and consensual environment,’ “provid[ing] a fun workplace 
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which stimulates innovation and creativity,’ and the principles of “hon- 
esty, “integrity,” “ 
have tempered a favorable image of the company." Alleged mistreat- 
ment of sex workers, Acworth’s arrest for cocaine possession, and an 
HIV outbreak and ensuing two-week industry moratorium in August 
2013 have tarnished kink.com’s reputation and raised questions about its 
core values.’” In the context of these public controversies and only lim- 
ited scholarly interest in kink.com, what is not being discussed are the 
politics of representation at play and the website's dynamic construction 
of race, gender, and sexuality using technology. 

In this chapter, I analyze the technologies of pleasure, race, gen- 
der, sexuality, and visuality as they shape the material and ontological 
boundaries of the black female body and the erotic subjectivity of the 
black woman. These twisted technologies function as mechanisms of 
power that discipline black female pleasure and its performance, signal- 
ing the discursive production of black female sexuality at large. Focus- 
ing on one of kink.com’s oldest websites, fuckingmachines.com, and its 
use of “fucking machines,’ mechanized phallic devices, I explore per- 
formances of racialized sexuality that are staged between human and 
machine, between black and white, between “man” and “woman, and 
between self and other. While these fucking machines most explicitly 
operate as technologies of pleasure, they also function as technologies 
of gender, race, sexuality, and visuality. My readings of these complex 
cyber performances come from three primary sites of analysis: the ac- 
tual videos (machine and human performances), kink.com’s textual de- 
scription of the scenes, and the commentary of viewers. I suggest that 
these machines destabilize some boundaries to challenge conventional 
scripts of black female sexuality in pornography and reinforce others. 
First, I introduce the machines, staging the profound ambivalence of the 
human/machine binary that fuckingmachines.com erects and eroticizes. 
Then I discuss the machines as technologies of pleasure that signal the 
complexity of both pornographic pleasure and women’s pleasure, a his- 
torically contested arena of sexuality. These performances engage long- 
standing feminist and scientific debates about women’s pleasure. Finally, 
I explore the machines as racializing technologies that illuminate race 
itself as a technology. Mirroring the entanglement of these technologies, 
the sections of this chapter are imbricated. 


professionalism,’ and “respect; recent media scandals 
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Fuckingmachines.com, which launched in 2000, advertises its wares 
as “the first machine-specific product line ever released by any adult en- 
tertainment company.” The site is devoted to mechanical sex machines 
that are paired with women performers.’* It is kink.com’s second old- 
est website and Acworth’s brainchild. As such, fuckingmachines.com 
illustrates the company’s evolution from a rudimentary independent 
operation to a highly financed and technologically and artistically so- 
phisticated production company."* Acworth identifies the site as respon- 
sible for kink.com’s fame and fortune.’* Though it is the most popular, 
largest, and most visible (in the gaze of mainstream press) hard-core 
pornography fucking-machine site, it is not the only one, nor was it the 
first.'° Fuckingmachines.com videos follow a rather repetitive structure. 
They begin with a short interview between machine operator and per- 
former in which the performer is asked to share a bit about herself such 
as her name, age, sexual likes and dislikes. Often she is asked to state 
whether this is her first fucking-machine experience. The “myth” of vir- 
ginity maintains a currency anchored in a heteropatriarchal invention 
of women’s purity, which is revealed here in this pornographic scene of 
technosex as an ambivalent erotic commodity." After the interview, the 
woman undresses for the camera in preparation for repeated rounds of 
fucking with different machine partners. The videos sometimes con- 
clude with a post-fucking interview, providing the opportunity for the 
performer to narrate her experience. These post-fucking interviews 
function as a kind of research and development for fuckingmachines. 
com, enabling its developers to identify the strengths and weaknesses of 
different machines. On average, the women fuck four to five machines 
per video.*® 

Of the website's roughly 1,000 videos, which range in duration from 
three minutes to close to ninety minutes, approximately 4 percent fea- 
ture black women.’ Nevertheless, as I show later in this chapter, black 
female sexuality adds nuances to the narrative of human/machine 
conquest that scripts these cyborgian scenes of technosex. Fucking- 
machines.com members acknowledge that black women are under- 
represented on the site and often request more diverse performers.” 
Retired black adult film star Sinnamon Love corroborates this dearth 
of black women in kink.com’s BDSM fantasy world. Love, an early per- 
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former on fuckingmachines.com, maintains that kink.com was resistant 
to casting black women. She writes, “They hesitated to film me because 
they feared the fallout of putting a black woman in bondage in their 
movies”?! Loves comment recognizes—while not naming—the unique 
historical legacy of sexual violence against black women and the influ- 
ence of that legacy on BDSM performance. Her comment conveys the 
historical valence of the sight of the black female in bondage and how 
BDSM pornography producers such as kink.com, their audiences, and 
black women who perform BDSM must confront this scene in both 
their personal and professional lives. The fact that black women are 
marginalized on fuckingmachines.com brings into high relief the fuck- 
ing machine's operation as a technology of race. 

The site’s ambivalent attitude toward black female sexuality is dem- 
onstrated in its categorization of female performers. Fuckingmachines 
.com features both amateur performers and porn stars. Many women 
are “regulars” and perform in more than one video. Though originally, 
the site listed various statistics about female performers such as height, 
weight, gender, hair color, body type, measurements, and cup size, it did 
not initially provide information about their race, ethnicity, or national- 
ity. Recently, the company has added a search option that allows view- 
ers to search by various identifiers such as age, breast size, hair color, 
and ethnicity. While other racial categories are listed as “Caucasian,” 
“Indian,” “Latina,” “Latino,” and “Mixed Race,” black women are tagged 
under the category of “Ebony.” ° The “Ebony” label signals pornogra- 
phy’s continuing understanding of black female sexuality through skin 
color and the identificatory failure that black women experience and en- 
gender in the site of sexuality. This label fails to represent black women 
in multiple ways. First, the search term does not yield an accurate num- 
ber of black female performers (the search produces only about half of 
the number of videos featuring black women), further obscuring black 
women's presence on this site. Second, it instantiates the discursive col- 
lapse of the categories used to identify the black female—the “unrelieved 
crisis” of the “customary lexis of sexuality” to speak to and for the black 
female body.” This slip mirrors that within the diegesis of fuckingma- 
chines.com—that is, as I argue, black women’s potential disruption of 
prevailing narratives of bodily-machine encounter. This chapter is con- 
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cerned not just with questions of the il/legibility of black female bodies 
in both performance (as text) and text (as performance) but also with 
how technologies facilitate this il/legibility. 


Meet the Fleet: Sybians, Cyborgs, and... 


The fuckingmachines.com “arsenal” consists of a fleet of thirty-six 
machines that range in material, price, mechanics, and dynamics of 
operation, kinesis, and control. Kink.com’s role as “innovators” (they 
use mostly custom-built machines rather than commercially produced 
ones) sets fuckingmachines.com apart from other sites that specialize 
in mechanized phallic devices.** The handheld Fucksall, essentially a 
“modified power tool” with a dildo attachment, is the least expensive 
and least sophisticated of the devices.’ As a revamped power tool, it 
epitomizes a certain image of masculinity, embodying a heteropatri- 
archal male fantasy (of penetration, play, speed, control, and repair) 
in a dizzying oscillation that approaches a maximum of 2,400 rpm. It 
is shaped like a semi-automatic weapon and is typically aimed at the 
female performers. 

Touted on the website as “the only machine that no one can out 
fuck,’ as a “champion in its own right,’ and as “near limitless in its 
speed,” the Fucksall, like many of kink.com’s fucking machines, is 
often described as triumphing over its female partner in a competitive 
duel between two bodies imagined in a false dichotomy—a man-made 
machine and a “natural” human. 7° I put natural in quotation marks 
to signal the fact that many of the performers’ bodies are surgically 
augmented but also because I share Ann Balsamo’s assumption that 
the body is “a social, cultural, and historical production” that is both 
a “product and process”? In a scene with a female performer who 
is a competitive gymnast, the powerhouse Fucksall emerges victori- 
ous, “put[ting] her to rest in a sweaty heap on the floor” The website 
proudly proclaims, “The machines win over another pussy and ass!””® 
Personified and coded as masculine, the Fucksall, like other fucking 
machines, succeeds in wearing out the body of its female partner, 
demonstrating its supremacy and sexual endurance. In this contest, 
dominant “machines win” and submissive women are vanquished in 
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their frenzied orgasmic pleasure.”? Of course, dominance and submis- 
sion are key elements of BDSM practice. 

This gendered technological dominance is casted in a techno-utopian 
imaginary that is asserted through fucking-machine performances and 
described by the performers and by media commentary on the ma- 
chines. One female performer says that it “feels really nice, you can 
control the speed, the depth. You don't have to worry about it getting 
tired. It goes as fast as you want. It doesn’t want to sleep over at night??? 
Another hails fucking machines as “absolute perfection,” stating, “Guys 
bitch, I am too tired, not tonight, I am seeing your best friend. This, 
they don't talk back. You can just pull it out of the closet when you want, 
you can put it in any position you want.’*’ Customer reviews of vari- 
ous machines on kink’s bondage gear website, where they sell machines 
manufactured by outside engineers, reflect a similar techno-utopianism 
and sexual supremacy of machines. A customer who gives the Versa 
Fuk machine a star rating of five out of five raves, “It’s better than ANY 
man!!”*? 

Though other machines have different names, designs, and functions, 
they similarly embody various phallocentric and violent fantasies of 
sexual pleasure and penetration and mechanical sovereignty, while con- 
structing and erotizing the binary of human and machine and through 
it the binary of “man” and “woman.” The “Intruder,” kink.com’s second 
most expensive design, is fully adjustable, has a stroke that ranges in 
depth from half an inch to six inches, and features a kinetic oscillation 
that is so powerful that the machine must be strapped down while it is 
in use. Techno-pastiches of existing mechanical apparatuses, the fucking 
machines kinetically, aesthetically, and even symbolically channel their 
past life in their afterlife in porn.** Before it was a fucking machine, for 
example, the Trespasser was a Kitchen Aid mixer, calling our attention 
to the confluence of women’s domestic labor and sexual labor. 

The sales narrative for the Sybian features larger sociocultural scripts 
of Western sexual normativity. The first commercially available fucking 
machine in the United States, the Sybian is not one of kink.com’s inven- 
tions, although it is featured regularly in fuckingmachines.com videos. 
It has been “made with pride in the USA” and has been marketed in the 
United States since 1987, although the seeds of its genesis were planted 
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far earlier in the mind of white male inventor David L. Lampert.** In the 
vibrant tradition of Freudian psychosexuality, fucking machines repre- 
sent deviance in terms of both the “sexual aim” and the “sexual object,’ 
to use Freud’s language. While Freud contended that many parts of the 
body and many nongenital sexual acts produced sexual pleasure beyond 
heterosexual penetrative genital intercourse, these acts become abnor- 
mal or pathological, he argued, when they displace heterosexual inter- 
course, the sine qua non of sexuality. The deviance of the Sybian, like 
other fucking machines, is modulated by its heterosexualization in mar- 
keting and sales narratives. Primarily marketed as a “Sexual Stimulation 
and Gratification Device” for facilitating a woman's journey to becoming 
multiorgasmic with her male partner, the Sybian is also credited with 
health benefits that include the alleviation of stress-related migraines 
and overall libido enhancement. The therapeutic benefits of orgasms 
is both a selling point for these fucking machines and a way to shift 
them out of the perverse domain of pornography and into the realm of 
women's sexual health.*° 

The claims that the Sybian will improve womens health is not the 
only way the manufacturer seeks to counteract the machine's perver- 
sity; it is also sold as a machine for couples, diluting its queerness. 
In this framing, fucking machines are presented as aids to heterosex- 
ual genital intercourse, thereby evading the definitive mark of sexual 
aberrancy—the departure from this “norm.’** David Lampert, the in- 
ventor of the Sybian, states, “I have always thought that using the 
Sybian is something a couple does together in an intimate embrace?” 
One kink.com performer imagines it as “kind of like foreplay” to 
sex with a male partner.** According to the marketing, although the 
Sybian’s purpose is to help women explore their sexuality and plea- 
sure on their own, this is secondary to its intervention into sexual 
intercourse with a male partner. Another white male commercial sex 
machine maker enforces this heterosexual aim by requiring proof of 
marriage before he will sell his devices.*? Whether billed on its website 
as “the ultimate alternative to a [male] partner,’ a tool for heightening 
“women’s sexual responsiveness,’ or an accouterment to sexual inter- 
course with a male partner (“as a prelude or extension to lovemak- 
ing”), male sexuality is evoked, privileged in its absence, and assumed 
to be a salient component in women’s sexual pleasure. Familiar and 
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long-standing social, psychoanalytic, and moral conventions of sexual- 
ity are coded in these “freakish” sexual apparatuses, evidence of sexual- 
ity’s continuing heterosexual discipline. 

Fucking machines inhabit both the commercial and the pornographic 
spheres of the Internet. Though these two realms are often imagined as 
distinctly separate, the rhetoric of deviance is a strong force in both are- 
nas of fucking-machine performance. For example, Lampert’s objection 
to the pornification of his brainchild is not based on its co-optation by 
the adult entertainment industry but rather by that industry's perverse 
use of the machine. Lampert contends that pornography “Videos and 
DVDs Portray Sybian in Wrong Light!,” stating: 


They show what the viewer wishes to see. Nearly all material shows a 
frontal view of the woman using Sybian alone. Occasionally it is shown 
with a partner behind so the viewer still sees a frontal view of her. I have 
always thought that using the Sybian is something a couple does together 
in an intimate embrace.*° 


Sans male partner, fuckingmachines.com subverts the Sybian’s hetero- 
normative design. We witness again pornography’s multifaceted power 
to pervert. 

While in the commercial realm, the potential deviancy of fucking ma- 
chines is tempered by their participation in a narrative of heterosexual 
genital sexual intercourse, in the pornographic arena, the fact that the 
machines are continually compared to men reinserts them into the het- 
eronormative framework that they, as not (hu)man, work to queer. For 
example, countless videos stage a contest between human and machine 
in which fucking machines succeed in delivering superhuman pleasure 
and record orgasms to their female partners. However, this narrative 
reflects not just the machines’ victory over the bodies of the women 
they fuck but also their superiority over the male partners they have 
ostensibly displaced. In the domain of hard-core BDSM pornography, 
the machines’ complex deviance—an aberrancy derived more from the 
excessive pleasure they produce as machine than from the partners they 
replace—is strategically heightened and eroticized. 

Fuckingmachines.com is invested in demarcating the border between 
human and machine while eroticizing the sexual transgression of this 
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boundary. Nevertheless, their performances render both machine and 
human as profoundly hybrid organisms, as cyborgs. Fucking machines 
are part of a myriad of cyborg bodies that inhabit, indeed dominate, the 
cyberspace. A recent study reveals that bots, automated data collection 
web services, not humans, are responsible for the increased traffic on 
the Internet; nearly two-thirds of global Internet activity is attributed 
to bots.*’ Troubling the line between “human” and “machine, Donna 
Haraway invokes the cyborg, which is an apropos figure here.*” Fucking 
machines function as cyborgs: they exist in a liminal space between na- 
ture and culture, as “hybrid[s] of machines and organism, “creature[s] 
of social reality as well as a creature[s] of fiction? 

On fuckingmachines.com, the boundaries of the subject are ruptured 
as they are reified. Yet it is around the dynamic of pleasure that fucking 
machines most strikingly play cyborgs, providing “pleasure in the con- 
fusion of boundaries.”** Countless feminist scholars have embraced the 
figure of the cyborg. Ann Balsamo, for example, argues that the cyborg, 
an “emblem of postmodern identity,” presents a radical challenge to how 
feminists approach the body in order to disrupt the nature/culture di- 
vide that limits feminist scholarship.*” While the trope of the cyborg is 
useful for theorizing the “bodies” of fucking machines and human per- 
formers and the eroticized boundaries between the two, it is not entirely 
adequate for analyzing race. Feminist women of color scholars have cri- 
tiqued Haraway’s cyborg theory for its celebratory appropriation of and 
alliance with the revolutionary politics of U.S. and third world women 
of color feminism and its failure to adequately acknowledge and theo- 
rize race and white privilege.*° Still, despite the limitations of the cyborg 
trope, it is a useful theoretical device in considering how the human/ 
nonhuman binary is erected, eroticized, and transgressed on fucking- 
machines.com. 

In its blurring of the boundaries between the body and the techno- 
logical, the cyborg summons the posthuman. Scripted by a narrative 
of technosexual supremacy, fucking machines embody a posthumanist 
ethos in which technology augments the human body as an interven- 
tion into its sexual and physical limitations. N. Katherine Hayles argues 
that the posthuman is marked by fluid boundaries, a concept that brings 
the artificiality of the human’s physical body, “the original prosthesis,” 
into sharp relief.“ While feminist scholars of color have interrogated 
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the cyborg’s racialization, they have also contested the white privi- 
lege that undergirds posthumanism. Alex Weheliye offers a stunning 
critique of posthumanist theory’s elision of race. He deconstructs the 
hegemonic Western white liberal conception of humanity that posthu- 
manism reflects and requires.** He argues that “Hayles reinscribes white 
masculinity as the (human) point of origin from which to progress to 
a posthuman state.’*? Weheliye interrogates the resonance of the post- 
human for those “represented as having a body, but not being a body,’ 
those who “were never human”® Judith Halberstam and Ira Livingston 
echo this claim in a more redemptive meditation on the posthuman. 
They write, “You're not human until you’re posthuman. You were never 
human”? While Weheliye’s contestation of the posthuman is based 
on race, Halberstam and Livingston's critique is focused on sexuality. 
They postulate the posthumanness of queerness and the queerness of 
posthumanity—its queer fucking with sexuality itself. 

As technologies of queering sexuality, fucking machines enact a post- 
human fucking with fucking. Complicating conventional conceptions of 
fucking to subvert its reproductive foundation, fucking machines echo 
the posthumanist question “What is allowed to be fucking?”*” Halber- 
stam and Livingston suggest that “it becomes possible to assert a non- 
relation between fucking and reproduction—the relation upon which 
patriarchal humanity is predicated—partly because of the diversity of 
sexual practices, partly because of technological operations, but mainly 
because the point where they converge is no longer an adequate an- 
choring point for a meaningful or workable system”? Though fucking 
machines demonstrate a posthuman fucking, they mimic heterosexual 
human penetrative sex. “Robot style” becomes another iteration of “dog- 
gie style?”°* Beyond their technologically facilitated destabilization of the 
reproductive “anchor” of fucking, they queer fucking in their multiple 
gendered, racialized, and sexualized layers of pleasure and performance. 


If You Build It, They Will Come: Fucking Machines and/as 
Technologies of Pleasure 


Fucking machines most clearly operate as technologies of pleasure: they 
produce women’s orgasms. In their industrious labor as technologies of 
women's pleasure, fucking machines bring into relief women’s pleasure 
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within pornography as a complex, multi-sited performance that includes 
the director, the performer, spectators, “man,” “woman, and “machine?” 
Pleasure here is configured as an elaborate encounter between different 
bodily agents enacted at multiple sites of the body and between two 
poles of desire: rapture and anxiety. The complexity of women’s pleasure 
is revealed by the technology that mediates it. The performances on 
fuckingmachines.com reanimate long-standing feminist debates about 
the contested geography of women’s orgasms (whether they are clitoral 
or vaginal), the question of whether women ejaculate, and the debate 
over the dildo question. Fucking machines both reify and contest the 
phallocentric, androcentric, and heteronormative ideologies of women’s 
pleasure these feminist debates have exposed. 

Tomcat, an openly transgender man who has been the director of 
fuckingmachines.com for eight years, was recently featured in a Village 
Voice article titled “The Man behind the Fucking Machine?’ He is re- 
sponsible for casting machines and performers. Sometimes he allows 
performers to choose their machine partners, but most often he selects 
the machines himself. In his principal role as a performer at fuckingma- 
chines.com, Tomcat prefers the Fucksall “because it’s handheld and you 
can kind of work with the girl?*° His use of the preposition “with” high- 
lights the complex layers of cooperative labor (machines, performer, 
director, etc.) enacted on fuckingmachines.com and implodes his own 
spatial positioning as “behind” the machines and/or performers. His 
statement requires us to think about pleasure as more than that of the 
kink.com audience and the female performer. Hence, the ambiguity and 
irony of Tomcat’s designation as “The Man behind the Machine” ema- 
nates from far more than his identification as a transman. His is not just 
“behind the machine” as the director but also “behind” the performers 
so he can orchestrate the collaborative labor of machine and performer. 
He states, “If I leave the model in control they get so into what they are 
doing they forget to really work with the machines.”*” His words speak 
to the choreography and labor of pleasure. In many scenes he gives ex- 
plicit audible directions to female performers, guiding their positioning 
with the machines. 

Tomcat says that the central goal of fuckingmachines.com is “to cre- 
ate a fetish experience that causes uncontrollable orgasms” for the fe- 
male performers.** His casting of machines is guided by the objective 
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of giving the female performers a techno-superior orgasm, “the best or- 
gasm ever.’ Tomcat feels that this privileging of women’s pleasure sets 
the site apart from conventional mainstream Internet pornography: “It’s 
a solo site and the goal is to make you feel good. It’s what makes you feel 
good. I think normally in porn it’s not about the woman having fun and 
Fucking Machines changes that”® Isaac Leung also argues that fucking- 
machines.com disrupts gendered narratives of pleasure and positional- 
ity in mainstream heterosexual pornography in order to privilege “real” 
female pleasure: “Fucking-machines repositioned the female from the 
passive to active role, and the ‘male/active’ social construction was being 
deemphasized due to the lack of a biological and symbolic male?" How- 
ever, the biological and symbolic presence of the male and the question 
of male pleasure remain strong throughout the fuckingmachines.com 
site. Contrary to what Leung argues, women are typically more inactive 
while fucking the machines as they cannot move because the machines 
cannot follow them. Furthermore, we must problematize such a render- 
ing of authentic female pleasure, particularly on a for-profit pornogra- 
phy site where, as sex worker, activist, and author Audacia Ray notes, 
“machines are most commonly used by women who are fucking for 
money.” Pleasure here is inextricable from its performance as sexual 
labor between humans and machines. Acworth reminds us that kink. 
com is “a commercial enterprise” whose “products gravitate towards that 
which sells.’°? The fact that most consumers of the videos fuckingma- 
chines.com sells are male further raises the issue of male pleasure. 

We must also problematize the idea of fuckingmachines.com as a 
“solo site.” On the contrary, it offers a multiplex performance of various 
actors, including the machines themselves, which are deeply personified. 
Tomcat believes that his manipulation of the machines lends a sort of 
intimacy to the videos: “Having me drive the machine adds a human ele- 
ment to the inhuman.”™ Beyond physically operating many of the fuck- 
ing machines as a kind of third partner in a technological ménage à trois, 
in many videos, Tomcat conducts before and after interviews with the 
performers. In these interviews, we hear but do not see him. However, 
Tomcat is not some Oz-like man behind the curtain of a performance 
between a woman and a machine; he is an important performer. Just as 
the performances stretch boundaries of human and machine, they also 
extend beyond the spatio-temporal frame of the camera. Whether it is 
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Acworth’s English accent, masked face, and truncated, disembodied arm 
aiming a Fucksall into the orifices of a female performer or Tomcat’s 
“invisible” hand or voice punctuating the scenes, fuckingmachines.com 
is far more than a solo site. 

Fuckingmachines.com enacts a cyborgian orgy, blurring and eroti- 
cizing the lines demarcating the stages of performance and the lines 
between humans and machines. Ray posits that the “size and intensity 
of the various machines” positions them as live sexual partners, not in- 
animate sex toys. This machine-human partnership is ideal, according 
to Ray, because it facilitates consumption by a homophobic heterosexual 
male audience. She contends that “for straight men, the images on the 
site represent a kind of ideal; they’re able to watch girls be penetrated 
and fucked without the nuisance of having to look at another man’s 
penis.’®° This theory quashes the queer pleasure it seems to want to rec- 
ognize. Similarly, it disavows the homoerotic pleasure that is so salient 
in pornography. As cyborg “bodies,” fucking machines provide complex 
levels of phallocentric identification and pleasure. Although the male 
presence is often concealed and purportedly “backstage,” it is strong in 
the videos through the male personification of the machines, the direc- 
tors performance, viewer commentaries, and the machines themselves 
as phallic avatars of their white male inventors. 

A multivalent anxiety animates the machines’ performances. While 
for Ray, the magnitude and potency of the fucking machines permits 
some to imagine them as a nonthreatening human partner without the 
queer-phobic visual spectacle of another male’s penis, this power also 
serves to soothe the male ego through techno-fetishism. She contends, 
“The supposed mechanical superiority of the machines becomes a spec- 
tacle to behold in itself, one that no longer reflects on the man’s physical 
or sexual capabilities.’°’ For Ray, the machines engender, particularly 
in male spectators, “a near miasma of technophobia and technofetish- 
ism.’®* Similarly, Tomcat refers to this entanglement of fear and plea- 
sure, asserting that it is not “technofear” but “technojoy,” the “joy of 
tech-induced orgasms,’ that powers fucking machines and their perfor- 
mances. This fear/pleasure paradigm galvanizes the contradictory per- 
sonification of the machines, which are both humanized as ideal, indeed 
superior, sexual partners for the women performers and eroticized as 
“pure” machine. 
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This tension between seeing fucking machines as quasi-human 
and seeing them as machines emerges at multiple sites of their perfor- 
mance. For example, the fuckingmachine.com website that introduces 
the machine “arsenal” lists detailed “tech specs” of each machine, 
such as maximum rpms, torque, stroke and horsepower, along with 
an image of the machine and a textual description.” This presenta- 
tion resembles how fuckingmachine.com introduces female perform- 
ers, who are similarly depicted with a photograph and statistics such 
as height, weight, gender, hair, body type, measurements, sexual role, 
scene role, pubic hair, and cup size. Rightly noting the humanization 
of the machines, Sarah Schaschek believes that fuckingmachines.com 
reveals “a deep skepticism about the commodification and technolo- 
gization of the human body that becomes visible, among other places, 
in images of sexual action”? Like Ray and Tomcat, Schaschek notes 
the fear that fuckingmachines.com plays on, with, and against. For 
her, this fear is about the pornography performer's potential replace- 
ment by the machine in an exploitative system of capitalist efficiency 
and a broader technophobia related to the increasing standardization, 
mechanization, and commercialization of sexuality and the spectacle 
of the body.”* 

Anxiety mars the utopian fantasies present in Tomcat’s conceptual- 
ization of the fucking machines and their tirelessness. Championing 
the devices indefatigability, he states, “But it doesn’t stop. It never gets 
tired. Unless you have a power outage, that thing is going to just keep 
going”? In referring to a power outage—the electrical Achilles heel 
of the machines—he renders ambivalent and tempers with anxiety his 
own casting of the fucking machine’s sexual sovereignty. This tension 
between possible power failure and steady performance is expressed 
in earlier videos in the fuckingachines.com archives. For example, Ac- 
worth asks one female performer who is excited to try the fucking 
machines because “guys always run out of batteries,” “What makes you 
think that our machines are not going to run out of batteries?”’* These 
moments stage the machine's slippage between techno-utopian fantasy 
and failure. This anxiety about the machine's performance is matched 
by anxiety about women’s sexual pleasure. The performances on fuck- 
ingmachines.com engage long-standing debates about the contested 
source, expression, and site of women’s sexual pleasure. 
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In addition to the competition staged between human and machine 
in these complex performances, there is competition between machine 
and machine. In fuckingmachines.com videos, performers use fuck- 
ing machines in combination with vibrators, specifically Hitachi Magic 
Wands. The use of vibrators, as technologies of clitoral pleasure, in 
tandem with fucking machines, as technologies of vaginal penetration, 
speaks to the still-vexed question of the geography of women’s sexual 
pleasure.”* The technological supremacy and personification of the ma- 
chines is reified by the use of the vibrator as foreplay. In many videos, 
women stimulate themselves with a vibrator to “warm up” for the “real” 
sex with the machines. Nevertheless, the performances on fuckingma- 
chines.com performances disrupt the privileging of genital penetrative 
pleasure that the machines engineer. They thus contest problematic hi- 
erarchies of pleasure and heteronormative discourses of women’s au- 
thentic pleasure that the machines, as technologies of penetration, seem 
to emblematize. 

Dynamically reflecting historical shifts (across disciplinary do- 
mains) in understandings of women’s sexual pleasure, the performances 
on fuckingmachines.com exhibit the simultaneity and multiplicity of 
women's sexual pleasure. The complex politics of pleasure played out in 
this battle of machines (fucking machine versus Hitachi Magic Wand) 
is staged at the site of woman's pleasure—whether orgasm is clitoral or 
vaginal, internal or external—and through the dynamics of (self-)con- 
trol and agency. That is, while most fucking machines require a remote 
controller (whether it be human or nonhuman), the vibrator is used 
more as an instrument of self-titillation.”* It enables the female perform- 
ers to control their own pleasure by directing the speed and location of 
stimulation. The Japanese-manufactured Hitachi Magic Wand has been 
a best-selling vibrator for over three decades and is frequently used on 
pornography sets. Hailed as the “King of Vibrators,” “by far the most 
superior wand massager in the world,” an instrument with “relentless 
power,’ and a highly competitive “pleasure machine,” it has two control 
speeds and a 6,000-rpm motor.’® Thus, the same rhetoric of techno- 
utopian pleasure that is used to describe kink.com’s fucking machines 
is also used to describe the Hitachi Magic Wand vibrator.” It performs 
here in a kind of battle, or perhaps concert, of machines—the vaginally 
penetrating fucking machine and clitoral stimulating vibrator—that re- 
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animates important feminist debates about the nature of female sexual 
pleasure and climax. 

Since the early 1970s, a diverse range of feminist scholars have been 
challenging phallocentric readings of women’s sexual pleasure and de- 
bating whether female orgasms derive from vaginal penetration or cli- 
toral stimulation. Such debates began in the first half of the twentieth 
century with Freud, who argued that the clitoral orgasm was a prob- 
lematic vestige of infantile sexuality and that vaginal orgasms were the 
“appropriate” form of the mature woman's sexual climax. Freud believed 
that as women matured into adulthood, they moved away from clitoral 
masturbation to progress toward a mature type of pleasure produced in 
“the sexual act”—“the appropriate stimulations of an erotogenic zone 
(the genital zone itself in the glans penis) by the appropriate object (the 
mucous membrane of the vagina).””* According to Freud, this act pro- 
duces a pleasure that is “the highest in intensity:’’’ It wasn't until Dr. 
William Masters and Virginia Johnsons groundbreaking research at 
the mid-twentieth century that the clitoral orgasm gained legitimacy 
through the medical, and soon after that, the popular gaze.*° 

Drawing upon the legacy of Masters and Johnson’s sexology, kink. 
com’s fucking machines use technology to make visible the mystery of 
women’s sexual “responsiveness.” Indeed, through the repeated achieve- 
ment of climax by performers and laboratory-like settings, the fucking- 
machines.com site displays Masters and Johnson's belief that the “female 
orgasmic experience can be visually identified as well as recorded by 
acceptable physiologic techniques.”** A “fucking machine,’ a cylindrical 
motorized Plexiglas phallus device named Ulysses that was capable of 
intravaginal photography, was critical to Masters and Johnson's study 
of the elusive female orgasm as the crux of women’s sexuality.” As in- 
struments of women’s vaginal penetration, both Ulysses and fucking 
machines perform a hetero-genitalization of women’s sexual pleasure 
that the clitoris complicates as a simultaneous and (in the case of Mas- 
ters and Johnson) primary site of pleasure.** Like the high-tech dildo 
Ulysses, kink.com’s fucking machines reveal a technological mediation 
of women’s sexual pleasure that makes it visible. In the wake of the tele- 
visual reincarnation of Ulysses on the Showtime network drama Mas- 
ters of Sex, fucking machines have gained a new visibility that mirrors 
their function as technologies of visibility. Linda Williams has written 
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extensively on pornography as a technology of visibility, specifically the 
visibility of sexual pleasure, arguing that in “speaking sex,” pornography 
articulates sexual difference and the truth of sexual pleasure. She argues 
that pornography is a Foucauldian form of scientia sexualis—a mecha- 
nism that labors not only to produce pleasure but also “to tell the truth 
of sex.”*4 

Evidencing the enmeshment of technologies that fucking machines 
evince, the video camera itself becomes a fucking machine. In some 
fuckingmachines.com videos beginning in the mid-2000s, the cam- 
era, always already an instrument of sexualized visibility, is fastened 
to the base of the fucking machine’s dildo attachment, permitting an 
extreme close-up of the female performer's genitals and penetration. 
Literally hitched to the fucking machines, these cameras testify to the 
more symbolic grafting of technologies at play on the fuckingmachines. 
com site. In one video, for example, black female porn star, Jada Fire, 
walks into a large space-age laboratory featuring sleek gray floor tiles 
and bright florescent lighting paneled into silver walls toward a small 
table draped with white fur in the center of the room.** The “Bunny 
Fucker,” a large formidable stainless-steel floor-based fucking machine 
with thick steel beams for legs, is aimed at the table. The bright red dildo 
tip of the machine pops against the white fur. As she reclines on the 
table, the camera switches from a long shot at the perimeter of the room 
to a low-angle close-up from the base of the machine to the eye of the 
so-called pussy cam. She waves at the camera briefly before beginning 
to stimulate herself with a vibrator. Before she gets up from the table to 
turn on the Bunny Fucker, the camera switches back, as it does periodi- 
cally throughout the video, to a long shot that enables viewers to see the 
small black camera attached to the shaft of the machine. 

These alternating views shift our angle and our proximity to the fuck- 
ing and change the video’s quality and color. The fucking-machine cam- 
era provides a lower resolution image with far less vibrant color. The 
comments posted in response to the video refer to the camera’s function 
as a technology of visuality and of racialization. Multiple viewers com- 
plained about the “pussy cam’s” failure to capture Jada’s “color.” In articu- 
lating the camera’s failure as a technology of vision, they inadvertently 
reveal how it functions as a technology of racialization. Visual technolo- 
gies, especially photographic technologies, remain a prime technique 
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of racialization for the black female body.*° The pussy cam brings into 
focus pornography’s varied function as a visual technology of race. 

The combination of the pornographic and the scientific around the 
question of women’s pleasure is evident in moving-image pornography 
dating back to the mid-twentieth century—the period of Masters and 
Johnson’s research. In a clever analysis that compares the “coloscopic” 
film to the “beaver” film, Eithne Johnson writes, “That so much film 
pornography emerged in the late 1960s must be understood in relation 
to Masters and Johnson’s ‘modernist’ attempt to isolate the signs that 
would demonstrate female sexual ‘responsiveness’ and their scientific 
contention that the female body has the same ‘natural’ capacity for 
orgasmic performativity as the male body?” In these entangled tech- 
nologies, the pornographic gaze meshes with the scientific gaze to re- 
veal what Foucault has identified as the “interplay of truth and sex.”** 
Though Masters and Johnson’s research was anchored in a heteronor- 
mative foundation that considered women’s orgasms in relation to the 
male body and to heterosexual relationships—very much like that of 
the claims about commercial fucking machines—their repositioning of 
the primary geographic site of women’s climax from vagina to clitoris 
inspired feminist critiques of women’s sexual pleasure. 

Ann Koedt’s influential article “The Myth of the Vaginal Orgasm” 
(1970) is an incisive critique of heterosexuality and the heteronorma- 
tive dictates of female sexual pleasure. Koedt contends that the vagi- 
nal orgasm is a myth, a product of an oppressive phallocentric sexual 
economy that fears and negates the clitoral orgasm, which she argues is 
the only organ that brings women to sexual climax. She writes, “Women 
have thus been defined sexually in terms of what pleases men; our own 
biology has not been properly analyzed. Instead, we are fed the myth of 
the liberated woman and her vaginal orgasm—an orgasm that in fact 
does not exist.’ Riffing off Koedt a few years later, Jill Johnson argued 
in “The Myth of the Myth of the Vaginal Orgasm” that vaginal orgasms 
are not only genuine but are also more intense and “profound” then 
clitoral ones. Her radical critique of women’s sexual pleasure calls for 
women’s complete sexual independence from men as the “sine qua non 
of the feminist revolution??? 

Fuckingmachines.com reanimates the vexed question of the geogra- 
phy of women’s sexual pleasure to underscore women’s sexuality as a po- 
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liticized site of discourse production. From science to feminist criticism, 
the female orgasm has long been a fraught event. Nancy Tuana has re- 
vealed how both cultural and scientific conceptualizations of the female 
orgasm reflect and perpetuate “epistemologies of ignorance within femi- 
nist epistemologies.””’ Ignorance, as is often assumed, is not a case of 
“not-yet-knowing” but is cultivated, practiced, and actively produced.” 
Such “epistemologies of ignorance” function to restrict our understand- 
ing of women’s sexual pleasure outside the oppressive domain of hetero- 
sexual reproduction. Identifying the oppressive influence of procreation 
on understandings of women’s sexual pleasure, Tuana is in conversation 
with other feminist scholars such as Gayatri Spivak, who argues that the 
clitoris is a key site not just of women’s sexual pleasure but also of wom- 
en's subjectivity and agency. Spivak contends, “The pre-comprehended 
suppression or effacement of the clitoris relates to every move to de- 
fine women as sex object, or as means or agent of reproduction—with 
no recourse to a subject-function except in terms of those definitions 
or as ‘imitators’ of men.”?? Though fucking machines renegotiate the 
“terms of reproduction” that make female pleasure legible, they often 
act as “imitators’ of men” and reinforce hegemonic, heteropatriarchal 
concepts of women’s sexuality.” 

Pornography has long demonstrated anxiety about the site of wom- 
en's orgasm. Though Jane Gaines identifies the vibrator as an “off-stage” 
instrument, a positioning that fuckingmachines.com dynamically 
contests, she reads the vibrator as symbolically narrating the mystery 
of women’s sexual pleasure, a key interest of hard-core pornography.”° 
Gaines argues that the vibrator reveals the ultimate failure of main- 
stream heterosexual pornography to acknowledge the clitoris as a site of 
women's sexual pleasure: 


The vibrator is the off-stage instrument that makes up for the fact that 
pornography has failed to understand (and more importantly produce) 
women’s pleasure. The vibrator is able to produce what the “spectacular- 
ised ejaculating penis” cannot since, unlike much of pornography which 
is obsessed with the relocation of the clitoris, the vibrator is designed for 
use on the clitoris in its actual location (it is not, for instance, designed to 
be used in the throat).°° 
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Gaines’s reference to the golden-age film Deep Throat (dir. Gerard 
Damiano, 1972) to illustrate pornography’s uncertainty—or perhaps 
ignorance, to borrow from Tuana—regarding the site of women’s plea- 
sure is smart. In the film the main character (played by Linda Lovelace) 
visits her doctor (played by Harry Reems) because of her inability to 
reach orgasm, only to find that her clitoris is mysteriously located in 
her throat. Performing the doctor-prescribed “deep throat” fellatio is the 
only remedy for her sexual problem. This classic scene of phallocentric 
pornographic pleasure demonstrates how pornography’s engagement 
with the question of women’s authentic pleasure is often accessed 
geographically. 

One cannot discuss pornography’s authentication of pleasure without 
considering the money shot. Because biological male penises are absent 
in the videos on fuckingmachines.com, the site lacks what many have 
recognized as the quintessence of hard-core heterosexual pornography: 
the money shot. A “nearly universal” act in U.S. hard-core moving- 
image porn, the money shot is usually performed so that the male ejacu- 
lates not inside but on the body of his female or male partner—typically 
on the face, mouth, buttocks, stomach, and/or breasts.” Williams offers 
a seminal theorization of the money shot as “visual evidence of the me- 
chanical ‘truth’ of bodily pleasure caught in involuntary spasm; the ulti- 
mate and uncontrollable—ultimate because uncontrollable—confession 
of sexual pleasure in the climax of orgasm”? This visual testimony of 
gendered pleasure is deeply contradictory, reflecting pornography’s role 
as “a genre that holds out promise of women’s pleasure and in the end 
offers not women’s pleasure but spectacularised male ejaculation in- 
stead?” As a site purportedly devoted to women’s authentic pleasure— 
Tomcat writes that “this site is about the IN_OUT that genuinely gets 
the girl off’—fuckingmachines.com is deeply invested in the spectacle 
of women’s orgasm. Invested in the enterprise of revealing female plea- 
sure, the site seems to have the performance of women’s repetitive or- 
gasms down to a science. 

The technology of the fucking machines repeatedly puts women’s 
capacity for orgasm to the test. Though women typically verbally 
confirm that they have had numerous orgasms, it is the visual tech- 
nology of the camera that provides evidence of this pleasure.'®° While 
the machines are tasked with the exercise of relentless fucking, it is in 
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fact spectacle of women’s pleasure and women’s bodies that must work 
harder here. No sexual match for the machines, women unfailingly lose 
in this contest of stamina and performance. In countless videos we see 
women who are physically “wiped out” from the machine's delivery of 
multiple orgasms. After using three fucking machines and one vibra- 
tor, Marie Luv, for example, loses exact count of how many “epic leg 
shaking, pussy quivering orgasms” she has had.**’ Her legs tremble so 
much that it is difficult for her to stand. After fucking the second ma- 
chine, named The Little Guy, she lays curled up on a floor mat in a fetal 
position. This scenario of women’s exhaustion at the “hands” of the 
machine recurs again and again in the sites videos. However, in this 
repeated performance of orgasm, the proverbial pornography money 
shot is absent. 

Even though the machines do not deliver conventional money shots, 
the economic lexicon of pleasure that scripts the term “money shot” in- 
forms the way fuckingmachines.com represents women’s experiences. 
For example, the site consistently depicts female performers as “spent” 
after several rounds with the indefatigable machines. Illuminating the 
capitalist and libidinal economies grounding the money shot, Williams 
analyzes the use of the concept of the fetish in both Marxian and Freud- 
ian discourse to illuminate “how commodity culture, sexual pleasure, 
and phallic subjectivity interpenetrate in the hard-core porno’s money 
shot.”*°* Williams echoes Steven Marcus, who argues that the fantasy of 
pornography is one that disrupts conventional conceptions of the body 
“as a productive system with only a limited amount of material at its dis- 
posal?” Fucking machines both test and reveal these limits, extracting 
pleasure to the point of bringing the bodies of female performers to the 
brink of exhaustion. 

Yet we might read the limitless fucking of fucking machines as less 
a function of their mechanical technologies and more a product of 
the representational technologies of pornography and its narrative 
conventions as “a world of plenty,” or what Steven Marcus refers to as 
pornotopia. He argues that women demonstrate an unlimited capac- 
ity for orgasm in pornotopia.'°* Modern sexology, specifically Masters 
and Johnson's research documenting women’s potential for multiple 
orgasms, informs his theorization of pornographic pleasure. Marcus 
contends that pleasure in pornography is infinite and never fully real- 
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ized: “The idea of pleasure in pornography typically excludes the idea 
of gratification, of cessation. Pleasure is thought of as endless and as 
an endless repetition.”’®° From the narratives fuckingmachines.com of- 
fers to the kinesis of the machines to the machines’ delivery of women’s 
multiple orgasms, repetition is a central trope on the site. For Marcus, 
the “virtually unlimited female orgasm capacity” reflects a kind of so- 
cioeconomic zeitgeist: 


The notion of a multiply orgasmic female corresponds exquisitely to the 
needs of a society based on mass consumption. It is in effect a perfect 
image of mass consumption—particularly if we add to this image the 
further details that she is probably masturbating, alone, with the aid of a 
mechanical-electrical instrument—including the difficulties and anxiet- 


ies involved in management and sustainment.’ 


Marcus's analysis of the socioeconomic anxieties surrounding women’s 
orgasm annotates the complex anxieties at play in fuckingmachines. 
com. Beyond “anxieties about problems of accumulation, production, 
and excessive expenditure,’ women’s capacity for multiple orgasms con- 
tributes to profound anxieties regarding the failure of the male body and 
the institution of heterosexuality itself. 

Casting light upon orgasm and its spectacle, fucking machines pow- 
erfully bring to the surface anxieties about categories of identity as 
markers of power and difference and the stability and legibility of those 
categories in the face of increasing technologization. Yet the queerness 
of the actors in this cyborgian sexual scene and the presence of human, 
nonhuman, and other urges us to consider the question of sexual dif- 
ference more broadly and intersectionally than Williams's formative 
male/female analysis. Consequently, I am interested in the dynamic 
ways the money shot has evolved and continues to evolve since Wil- 
liams’s formative reading and how contemporary American pornogra- 
phy, in the context of the increasingly diverse sexualities and bodies of 
its performers, producers, and consumers, challenges the notion that 
the money shot is “the most representative instance of phallic power 
and pleasure”! 

Across genres, American hard-core pornography reveals a shift away 
from the money shot as we once knew it and potentially away from 


192 | TECHNO-KINK 


dominant phallocentric economies of pleasure. For example, analyz- 
ing the “visual archive” of gay male bareback porn, Tim Dean builds 
upon the concept of the money shot. Unlike Williams, Dean situates it 
outside a heteronormative framework.'®* He sees it, as it is tradition- 
ally conceptualized (visible male ejaculation on the outside surface of 
the body) as at odds with bareback sex, which is dependent on internal 
ejaculation. Thus, for Dean, in bareback sex, “non-normative sex comes 
up against the norms of representation.”’” That is, if the money shot de- 
pends on visual proof of pleasure in the projection of semen on the body 
and the practice of bareback sex is contingent upon ejaculate deposited 
inside the body, how can bareback porn reconcile this representational 
quandary—rendering visible what is invisible while remaining a kind of 
authentic “visual archive” of bareback sex itself?’'? Dean discusses the 
multiple possibilities for reconciling this conflict, all of which are adap- 
tations of the money shot that are practiced in contemporary American 
bareback porn.’ Bareback porn shares with conventional heterosexual 
hard-core porn a requirement of visibility that is motivated by an “in- 
tense curiosity about the body’s interior”? Dean argues that it is “the 
difference between a body’s exterior and its interior” that impels the vi- 
sual goals of bareback pornography. "+° 

Perhaps the worries of male porn performers about the money shot 
some two decades ago were well founded. In an article exploring por- 
nography’s changing gendered dynamics of labor in the mid-1990s, 
Susan Faludi exposed the rampant sexism of the industry and the anxi- 
eties male porn stars harbored about their genital performance—getting 
wood and ejaculating on cue—and their status within the industry in a 
time of shrinking pools of male talent, wage gaps that favored women, 
and the reign of contract girls.’* Faludi’s interviews with male perform- 
ers portray the money shot as vexed, anxiety producing, and ambiva- 
lent—a symbol of dominance through the exhibition of a purportedly 
uniquely male power and a fetishized oppressive measure of men’s value 
as performers." Longtime adult entertainment figure William Mar- 
gold, whom Faludi interviewed, envisioned the money shot as the final 
masculine stronghold in an industry that was becoming increasingly 
feminized, for example, by privileging female performers with higher 
pay rates and more opportunities to shoot and by catering to the fan- 
tasies of increasing numbers of women customers.’’° He stated, “Were 
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the last bastion of masculinity. The one thing a woman cannot do is 
ejaculate in the face of her partner. We have that power?” However, 
countless female squirters have proved Margold wrong, and hard-core 
pornography has provided evidence of women’s ability to ejaculate (and 
do so in the face of her partner). 

While Dean asks how pornography can produce a money shot when 
ejaculation occurs internally, fuckingmachines.com asks how it can 
deliver a money shot without a biological penis. Fuckingmachines. 
com regularly depicts female ejaculation, which is often referred to as 
squirting. The subgenre of squirting in contemporary porn speaks to 
the continuing reign of hard core porn’s “principle of visibility” and the 
potential destabilization of this regime from its phallocentric founda- 
tion.’'* Like the contested geography of women’s sexual pleasure, fe- 
male ejaculation has a vexed history in modern sexological discourse. 
As Shannon Bell notes, “the genealogy of female ejaculation has been 
one of discovery, disappearance, and rediscovery.’'”” This genealogy ex- 
tends back over 2,000 years. Female ejaculation was a topic of scientific, 
medical, and philosophic inquiry in diverse global cultures, including 
those of ancient China and ancient Greece. It wasn't until the nineteenth 
century that women’s ejaculation was deemed aberrant and pathological. 
Key sexologists ranging from Krafft-Ebing to Freud contributed to the 
construction of women’s ejaculation as a marker of sexual deviance.’”° 
The medicalization of female ejaculation persists as studies about the 
etiology of the controversial phenomenon continue to investigate the 
physiological source of the fluid, the means by which it is expelled, the 
biochemical composition of the ejaculate, whether or how female ejacu- 
lation is associated with orgasm, the distinction between squirting and 
coital incontinence, and the impact of female ejaculation on women’s 
sexual relationships.” 

While fucking machines renew the question of the physical loca- 
tion of women’s sexual pleasure and the “volume” of its expression, they 
also raise an equally animated issue in this arena: the dildo question. 
As penetrative devices, kink.com’s fucking machines, like commercial 
sex machines, have a dildo attachment that is a vital component of the 
machine’s technique of pleasure. Numerous feminist scholars have cri- 
tiqued the dildo. Participants in the so-called dildo wars remained di- 
vided about whether the dildo is a technique of radical lesbian feminist 
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sexual intercourse; a liberation from androcentric, phallocentric, heter- 
onormative sex; “a parable of genderfuck’; or a totem of patriarchy that 
problematically instantiates women’s sexual pleasure as vaginal, effac- 
ing the clitoris as a site of orgasm.’”” Jeanne E. Hamming for example, 
argues for a critical liberation of the dildo, which she reinscribes as a 
nonphallic signifier, from the penis.'”’ She contends that lesbian and 
heterosexual women’s use of the strap-on dildo should not be seen as an 
emulation of heterosexual sex. 

As a profoundly queer hybrid human-machine, does the dildo-armed 
fucking machine present the same issues as the dildo-wielding lesbian? 
Coleen Lamos also calls attention to the difference between the phallus 
and the penis in her analysis of the dildo, which, as she notes, “can at 
any moment be taken (on) either as a faithful substitute for the penis 
or as a parodic mine of its phallic pretentions.”’** The binary of repli- 
cation/subversion that undergirds the dildo debates is the same binary 
that scaffolds discussions of race play. Just as some women practice race 
play as a mode of processing and pleasuring racial trauma, women use 
the dildo as a tool for reframing and renegotiating experiences of sexual 
violence. For example, Minge and Zimmerman argue for an urgent “re- 
signification” of the dildo “as a tool of sexual agency” that recognizes its 
potential as an instrument for “rescripting” the trauma of violent sexual 
penetration.'*° Dildos are another site where the technologies of plea- 
sure, gender, race, and sexuality intersect. 

The question of race and the use of the dildo as a technology of ra- 
cialized pleasure is less present in these debates, which largely took 
place among white middle-class lesbians.’*° However, in a short piece 
published in Black Lace, an erotic magazine for black lesbians, Alycee J. 
Lane interrogates the insidious racialization of the controversial sex toy 
and its evasion of critique in lesbian feminist discourse: “What does it 
mean, exactly, when white hegemony extends to the production of dil- 
dos?”’”’ Jane recounts her shopping trip to search for “one brown beau- 
tiful dildo” after a conversation with a friend left her unsatisfied with 
her trusty “mauve” one and her own racial authenticity in using it. This 
difficult customer experience enlightened Lane about the problematic 
racialization of dildos, which ranged from the discrimination of “flesh” 
color as a sales category to the Mandingo stereotypes that informed the 
design and marketing of brown dildos. Frustrated with these options, 
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Lane left the store seemingly content to return to her mauve dildo. Yet 
the foray was not futile. She reflected that “the entire experience forced 
me to more critically examine how race permeates American culture. 
A sex toy easily becomes the location for racial terror and desire be- 
cause sex itself is that location. We confront the violence of history and 
its consequences. We speak out allegiances according to the color we 
choose.”’”* Lane identifies the imbrication of “racial terror and desire” 
that is so central to the question of black female sexuality. Her awareness 
of the racial politics of sex toys hinged upon the constitutive relationship 
of violence and black female sexuality. 

The coloring of dildos signals their complex play with race. In the 
videos on fuckingmachines.com, the dildos are a wide range of colors, 
from violet to emerald green to “flesh” tones of beige, dark brown, tan, 
and salmon. The colors of fucking-machine dildos are perhaps less dar- 
ing. Customers who buy the Sybian, for example, can choose between 
two colors only, “beige” or “chocolate” dildos. In her powerful analysis of 
the coloring of another type of toy, the Barbie doll, Ann Ducille explores 
the commodification of race as a “deep play of difference” that relies 
upon skin color as the prototypical manifestation of difference.'” I have 
already discussed skins function as an ambivalent erotic racial signi- 
fier that is highly commodified in contemporary American hard-core 
pornography. Like dildos, Barbie “both produces and denies difference” 
through a (re)production of stereotypes and the legible signs of racial 
difference.'*° The coloring of dildos introduces the topic of the complex 
labor of fucking machines as technologies of race that similarly toy with 


the “discursively familiar? *°' 
y 


The Tangled Technologies of Fucking Machines: Racializing 
Technology, Technologizing Race 


In this final section I consider the multifaceted racialization of the 
machines, reading their performances as imbricated technologies of 
racialization, sexualization, gendering, visuality, and pleasure in the 
context of theories of race and/as technology and “new media” dis- 
courses of race in cyberspace. While fuckingmachines.com presents 
complex technologies of racialization performed at the multiple, over- 
lapping sites of machines, performers, and spectators, in the limited 
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scholarly engagement with fucking machines, race is overlooked or 
undertheorized.**? First, I read the machines as not merely extensions of 
their white inventors and the white male imaginary but as embodiments 
of white masculinity. Analyzing the machines’ whiteness is critical to 
exposing the racialization of the bodies they fuck in order to stage the 
intimate relationship between white masculinity and the performance 
of black female sexuality. This racialization is not the conventional 
exoticization of black female sexuality in pornography, but operates as 
a technique of racial-sexual alterity nonetheless. In the previous chap- 
ters I’ve analyzed how race is explicitly evoked and employed as an 
implement or technology of BDSM, where it is used as a primary tool 
of eroticized humiliation, shame, pleasure, and power in pornography 
performance; here I engage the technologies of race in BDSM pornog- 
raphy while considering race itself as a technology. Finally, I consider 
spectatorship as a site that reveals the machines’ operation as technolo- 
gies of racialization, reading fuckingmachines.com user comments as 
discursive performances of black female sexuality. Looking toward the 
domain of spectatorship further reveals the tangled technologies of the 
machines, reinforcing how the production of black female sexuality is 
imbricated with that of white male sexuality. 

Fucking machines are avatars of their largely white male architects. 
Nowhere is the white heteropatriarchal lineage of the machines more clear 
than in Timothy Archibald’s quasi-photoethnography, documentary book 
Sex Machines: Photographs and Interviews. Archibald uses interviews and 
photography to explore the underground community of sex machine 


133 


inventors in primarily rural, small-town America. Though it is unfortu- 
nate that race is not a topic of Archibald’s interview questions, the images 
provide evidence of the fact that going back as far as the mid-nineteenth 
century, white men have been the “practitioners of a timeless craft:’'** In 
his study of American sex machines, Hoag Levins identifies more than 
800 patents for various sexual devices dating back to 1846, when Dr. John 
Beers, a white male dentist, patented a diaphragm named “Wife's Protec- 
tor” that was made of gold wire and oiled silk.'** Rachel P. Maines traces 
the invention of the first electromechanical vibrator to a British physician 
in the 1880s; its use in the hands of physicians became popular in the late 
nineteenth century as a treatment for women’s “hysteria.”’*° David Levy 
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dates the first known sex machine, a primitive self-operated device that 
sprayed milk into the vagina to mimic semen, to 1900.'*’ Deeply invested 
in the therapeutic potential of the orgasm, Marxist sexologist Wilhelm 
Reich, a pupil of Freud, invented a quasi-fucking machine, the “orgone 
energy accumulator,” a box that allegedly induced orgasms to improve 
what Reich termed “orgastic potency.’!** It became popular in the United 
States in the mid-twentieth century. 

I would trace the white male genealogy of fucking machines back 
even further. We might locate the blueprints for kink.com’s twenty-first- 
century fucking machines in the late eighteenth century in the work of 
Marquis de Sade, who designed technological devices to express what 
Beauvoir identifies as his ethic, “the fundamental identity of coition 
and cruelty.’*? The engravings illustrating the 1797 edition of Sade’s 
LHistoire de Juliette prefigured kink.com’s arsenal of fucking machines. 
They present a Sadean erotic carnival of excess: figures are linked by 
fingers, tongues, and genitals in patterns of contorted flesh. Voluptuous 
women balance on considerable erections, piled atop one another like 
circus elephants, and are suspended from ceilings in intricate bondage 
devices that facilitate a feast of penetration.’*° This history presents a 
genealogy of the technology-inspired, racialized, and gendered archi- 
tectonics of pleasure that situate fuckingmachines.com as a product of 
the white male gaze. 

Not a single face of color appears in the more than fifty color pho- 
tographs in Sex Machines: Photographs and Interviews. Most of the 
images are portraits of inventors and their machines in their “natural” 
habitats: bedrooms, living rooms, garages, and tool sheds. Like the 
inventors, the machines are deliberately posed in various domestic 
spaces such as atop a tightly made bed beside the family pet, on a 
table littered with board games in a den, in a living room in front 
of an antique mahogany china hutch, or perched on a makeshift is- 
land in the middle of a kitchen. Many photographs depict the men 
tinkering with their machines on a workbench or posing proudly 
next to them. The photographs vividly capture the “on/scenity” of 
the fucking machines in the fabric of our national domesticity.*** 
One sex machine maker, Paul, owner and founder of Sartan’s BDSM 
Workshop, states, 


Figure 4.1. Sadean fucking machines from Sixty Erotic Engravings from Juliette 


1969) 


(New York: Grove Press, 
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The popular image of the adult industry, or anything sexual, has dark 
rooms and black curtains and kinda grungy nasty people behind it— 
people not in touch with the emotional factor. And it’s not true. Look at 
us. We are your average neighbors. We mow our lawn, we feed our kids 
healthy food, we go to school meetings. I guess we are the perverts of the 


world. We could be next to you in the supermarket. 4? 


Paul gives voice to the politics of perversion, articulating the 
contradictory position, image, and (in)visibility of fucking machines in 
American society. Simultaneously underground and out in the open, 
quotidian and extraordinary, these perverse and marginal amateur 
sexual technologies clandestinely occupy the center of the domestic 
spaces of “middle” America. 

Archibald documents the machines as apparatuses of not just sexual 
but also nationalist pleasure. This pleasure—an amalgamation of an 
inventor's sense of achievement, machismo, fatherly pride, and sexualized 
gratification—is vividly conveyed in the portraits. In one photograph, 
Dwaine Baccus, a white middle-aged inventor from Emmett, Idaho, 
with thin greying hair and wire-rimmed glasses, poses, sans machine, in 
front of a red garage door. Baccus wears blue jeans and a white T-shirt 
that displays an American flag and the words “Let Freedom Ring.” The 
red, white, and blue palette of the image reinforces its patriotic aura. 
This nationalism works to temper the potential shame and deviance of 
the labor of, in, and by these sexual technologies and their makers. In 
an increasingly xenophobic age of neoliberal globalization, this “made 
in America’ visual sentiment is not subtle. In another image, Rick Van 
Theil of Spindoll Manufacturing and Sales in Henderson, Nevada, poses 
shirtless next to his invention, The Orgasmo. The pink dildo mounted 
on the machine’s metal “arm” mimics the color and substance of his own 
flesh. The close proximity of Van Theil’s bare torso and the dildo further 
collapses the boundary between man and machine in this queer family 
portrait. Whiteness is paradoxically represented, indeed commodified, 
as both essential and invented. 

Fucking machines fuck with race. More than incarnations of white 
masculinity, fucking machines embody the technology of race as a 
mechanism of difference, power, and pleasure while illuminating the 
continuing salience and challenges of racial difference in cyberspace. As 
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technologies of race, fucking machines perform black female sexuality 
as a technique of difference. However they (re)configure black female 
racial-sexual alterity in terms that are not entirely commonplace 
in pornography. That is, fuckingmachines.com videos mute the 
familiar hyperbolic scripts of black female sexuality, instead favoring 
a “colorblind” philosophy in which blackness is not typically referred 
to verbally or in the textual descriptions of videos. Indeed, while the 
machines are loud, their motors humming, hammering, clinking, and 
whirring, race speaks more quietly and its codes communicate more 
subtly. Pornographic blackness is fucked with, reconfigured in its 
technological mediation, its legibility disrupted and the codes of its 
pornographic script scrambled. Is this a kind of collapse of technology 
or of “blackness” (as we know it) in the face of technology? 

In fucking-machine performances, technology intervenes to catalyze 
a productive disintegration of blackness that works to unmoor it from 
its stereotyped foundation. However, the reigning ideological opposi- 
tion of blackness and technology is problematic. Alondra Nelson has 
compellingly unveiled the “binary between blackness and technology” 
and the ways new technologies generate and are generated from veteran 
racialisms.'** Nelson argues, 


In these politics of the future, supposedly novel paradigms for under- 
standing technology smack of old racial ideologies. In each scenario, 
racial identity, and blackness in particular, is the anti-avatar of digital 
life. Blackness gets constructed as always oppositional to technologically 


driven chronicles of progress.”'** 


This conflict between blackness and technology reinforces the rela- 
tionality of race. In chapter 1, I evoked Bernasconi’s concept of race as 
a border concept to bring into relief how race play reveals race to be 
an erotic play with the binary of black and white. If race is indeed a 
border concept, perhaps this border is best delineated and policed by 
a “human” body. Although black female sexuality is ostensibly muted 
in the presence of the fucking machines, it nevertheless informs these 
techno-fucking encounters. 

The concept of hysteria reflects the entangled technologies (of race, 
pleasure, gender, and sexuality) of fucking machines and the nuances 
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that black female sexuality engenders in these performances. In their 
objective of producing maximum pleasure, kink.com’s fucking machines 
often reduce their female performers to a kind of primitive state of or- 
gasm overdose. Eyes rolling back in their heads, unable to speak, they 
become, in effect, hysterical with pleasure. In these performances we 
see the not-too-distant shadows of the Victorian-era pathologization 
of women’s sexual pleasure. Here, however, the technologically induced 
orgasm engenders hysteria rather than providing a cure for it. These 
fucking machines drive women wild with pleasure, creating “insane,” 
“uncontrollable” orgasms that make “girls,” as Acworth refers to them, 
“pretty crazy.’ **° Foucault has revealed the “hystericization of women’s 
bodies” as an integral part of the knowledge/power system of sexual- 
ity.'*° Hysteria is even more pronounced in kink.com’s brightly lit medi- 
cal and scientific laboratory settings, where performers fuck machines 
on gynecological tables with foot stirrups. In these scenes, the fucking 
machines channel the vibrator as an electromechanical medical instru- 
ment. But beyond the repeated blurring of the pornographic, and scien- 
tific gazes, how does race speak in such scenes? 

As technologies of women’s hysterical pleasure, fucking machines 
produce different resonances for racialized sexuality. I have argued 
that the historical legacies of black female sexuality critically inform 
black women’s BDSM performance. This history is just as resonant in 
the videos on fuckingmachines.com, albeit somewhat subdued. This is 
not the antebellum auction block or the slave cabin, but race plays dy- 
namically here nonetheless. The racial performances here are less hy- 
perbolic and more unfamiliar on a pornographic register. For example, 
well-known black female performer Sydnee Capri (who also starred in 
White Men’s Revenge) fucks six machines in a dated medical labora- 
tory setting that features a stainless steel gynecological table, a sink, a 
small frame on the wall representing a doctor’s diploma, a shelf with 
various tinctures in glass bottles, and antique medical paraphernalia 
that include a scale and a hanging skeleton. Her black female body in 
such a room, re-created as a twenty-first century space of pleasure, 
recalls a history of the nineteenth-century pain her sisters endured. 
From the probing of Saartjie Baartman at the hands of Georges Cu- 
vier to the experimental gynecological “work” of the so-called father 
of the speculum, J. Marion Sims, on the bodies of enslaved black 
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Figure 4.2. “Sydnee Capri,” fuckingmachines.com 


women—a series of experiments that Sims himself described as not only 
“complete failure[s]” but also as producing extreme agony—the history 
of the medical-sexual abuse of the black female body has a long reach.'*” 
The nineteenth-century development of gynecological surgery on the 
bodies of black female slaves is ineluctable in these twenty-first-century 
kink.com gynecological scenes of women’s techno-pleasure, particularly 
when such scenes are inhabited by a black female body. 

This scene with Capri provides evidence of the white male media- 
tion of black female sexuality on fuckingmachines.com. A snapshot of 
the hand of white male engineer, G-Force, operating the power panel 
of the Fuckatron just meters away from Capri, who is perched on all 
fours on the table as she is penetrated from behind, documents the 
white male intervention in black female sexuality and the eroticization 
of this control as integral to the racialized fantasy of techno-pleasure 
in this video."** Like white male participation in the interracial cuck- 
old pornographic fantasy, white male performance here, however 
noncorporeal and “behind” the machines, can only be understood 
as queer. Typically in fucking-machine videos, the operator’s body is 
mostly kept out of the frame of the camera; exceptions include brief 
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glimpses of parts of the operator’s body when he makes various adjust- 
ments to the machine, hands vibrators to performers, applies more 
lube, and operates handheld devices. Clear and deliberate visual evi- 
dence of the presence of the behind-the-scenes (hu)man operation of 
the (non-handheld) fucking machines is atypical in the fuckingma- 
chines.com archive. In the video with Capri and the Fuckatron, this 
lapse foregrounds the racial dynamics of the cyborgian orgy, revealing 
the presence of a white male who is manipulating the fucking-machine 
technology and through it, the body of the black female performer. 
These momentary ruptures of the visual frame are compounded by 
the audio presence of white maleness. In addition to the pre-fucking 
introductory interview, G-Force interacts verbally with Capri through- 
out her performances with different machines—from introducing a 
new machine and asking if she’s ever ridden it to a verbal warning 
during her first romp with the Sybian (“Don’t wear yourself out”) just 
eight minutes into the 42-minute video. This interaction is a critical 
intervention into the performance of black female sexuality. Just a few 
minutes after Capri mounts the second machine, the Rocker (with Hi- 
tachi in hand), he yells, “Sydnee, Sydnee, Sydnee, don't wear yourself 
out on this one either!” 

These warnings are common in fuckingmachines.com videos. They 
reflect the site’s economy of pleasure, the investment of its purveyors in 
the spectacle of both the quality and quantity of female orgasms. In the 
video with Capri, however, they reflect a tradition of white males’ disci- 
plining of black female sexuality that is made more transparent by the 
rupture in the performative and textual (though still of course perfor- 
mative) production of black female sexuality. For example, in the textual 
description of this video, Capri is described as “NEVER get[ting] tired!” 
However just after fucking her first machine, the Sybian, in response to 
G-Force’s command to not “wear [her]self out,” she replies, “I already 
have.” This tension signals the investment of the site in long-standing 
tropes of the excessive libidos of black women and the athleticism of the 
black female body. Although Capri is positioned as a tireless performer, 
this indefatigability is highly manipulated by the white male “hand” 
This disembodied hand is caught, almost eerily, rupturing the frame in 
many videos, contesting the machines’ autonomy and manifesting white 
masculinity’s interference in the performance of black female sexuality. 


Figure 4.3. “Jada Fire? fuckingmachines.com 
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Technology mediates and ultimately unveils the notion of black women’s 
hypersexuality as an artifice. 

The machines’ functions as technologies of race are multiplex. They 
are racialized themselves, they effect a racialization of their operators 
and partners, and they reveal the technology of race itself, which con- 
sists not merely of modes of racialized domination and submission but 
also of pleasures in this technique. Contemporary theorizations of race 
as technology draw upon feminist scholarship that theorizes gender as 
a technology, which, in turn, is anchored in Foucauldian discourse on 
sex as a technology. Considering sex as a technology, or a “set of effects,” 
recognizes the historical function of sexuality as an apparatus of (bio) 
power in the service of bourgeoisie hegemony.'* Just as the fucking ma- 
chines labor simultaneously as technologies of sex, pleasure, race, and 
gender, the technology of sex is a composite technology. It functions 
concurrently as a technology of visibility. Foucault writes, “Sex became 
a matter that required the social body as a whole, and virtually all of its 
individuals, to place themselves under surveillance”? The medicaliza- 
tion of perversion I discussed in the introduction and the hystericization 
of women’s bodies that I have argued fucking machines produce are two 
“mechanisms of knowledge and power” that Foucault argues constitute 
the technology of sex, along with the sexualization of children and the 
regulation of procreation. 5" 

Feminist scholars have adapted Foucault’s concept of the technol- 
ogy of sex to argue for the technology of gender. Teresa de Lauretis 
contends that gender is a dynamic technology of “representation and 
self-representation, the product of multiple discursive sociocultural 
technologies that include the media, institutions, ideologies, and epis- 
temologies.'** She critiques Foucault’s theorization of the technology 
of sex for failing to account for gender and the nuances of sexuality 
for men and women. Her theory of gender as technology looks at 
gender outside the limits of sexual difference, which she understands 
to problematically universalize the category of woman and replicate 
Western heteropatriarchy. In her analysis of de Lauretis, Anne Balsamo 
more recently used the term “technologies of the gendered body” to 
describe the ever-deepening relationship between technology and the 
body. For Balsamo, “gender ... is both a determining social condition 
and a social consequence of technological deployment.”'** Like de 
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Lauretis, Balsamo uses the concept of technology to reveal gender as a 
material and cultural “product” and “process.”’** 

Just as feminists have theorized the technology of gender, critical race 
theorists have argued that race is a technology. This argument is pre- 
sented in a special issue of Camera Obscura titled “Race and/as Tech- 
nology.” Though scholars such as Michael Omi and Howard Winant 
have long theorized race as a technology of domination and power, this 
collection critically interrogates the racialized embodiment of technol- 
ogy.’°° In the introductory article Wendy Hui Kyong Chun writes, “Cru- 
cially, race as technology shifts the focus from the what of race to the 
how of race, from knowing race to doing race by emphasizing the simi- 
larities between race and technology.’’*® Looking at race as a technol- 
ogy is an important intervention in binary modes of racial thinking that 
tend to approach it either scientifically or as “purely cultural”’°” Perhaps 
most importantly for Chun, race and/as technology facilitates a critical 
reframing of the discourse of race that focuses “on modes of recognition 
and relation, rather than on being,’’** “Race and/as technology” recog- 
nizes the flexibility of race as a relation and set of relations rather than 
as an essence or entity. 

Other important articles in this collection similarly argue that race is 
an apparatus. Like Chun, Beth Coleman highlights the “doing” of race. 
She writes, “In extending the function of techné to race, I create a collision 
of value systems. In this formulation, race exists as if it were on par with 
a hammer or a mechanical instrument; denaturing it from its historical 
roots, race can then be freely engaged as a productive tool.!*? She high- 
lights the “technical agency” of race: what she perceives as a kind of produc- 
tive and potentially liberating mobility for the racialized subject. Jennifer 
Gonzalez’s reading of race as technology is perhaps less hopeful. She argues 
that digital visual culture is a vital technology of the “oppressive regime” of 
race but simultaneously sees it as a site for the critique and alteration of ra- 
cial discourse.'®° In Gonzalez’s analysis, race is a “visual system of power 
whose parameters have been the focus of every innovation in visual re- 
cording devices.”’®' Like fucking machines, Gonzalez illustrates how the 
technology of race conspires with technology of visuality, identifying race 
as a visual technique. She describes cyberspace's simultaneous imagining 
of itselfas a site of “universal subjectivity that can escape the limitations of 
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race” andas a space of the “proliferation of racially marked avatars and ex- 
perimental hybrids?" 

This proliferation has facilitated a digital visual lexicon of race that 
exploits “new” technology for the construction, distribution, and con- 
sumption of “old” racial-sexual alterity. This is the profound paradox of 
inter’ace. I coin this term to describe the phenomenon of digitized race 
and the contradictory and complex modes cyberculture uses to configure 
race as a commodified category of representation and power. Inter°ace 
speaks to the temporal and spatial places where the race and digital tech- 
nology intersect to permutate race. The tension of inter*ace between 
reinvention and replication mirrors the tension of fucking machines, 
which, as “racially marked avatars and experimental hybrids,” represent 
a recapitulation of IRL (in real life) difference and a potential disruption 
of their own compulsive reiteration. In the context of fuckingmachines. 
com, inter®ace gains another relevance, signaling what may be read as an 
interracial sexual performance between woman and machine. 

While inter°ace describes fuckingmachines.com’s illumination of 
race as a relation between technology and the body, it also narrates the 
fucking they enact as between two different categories of bodies. In the 
previous chapter, I analyzed interracial sex in pornography as a pro- 
foundly queer sexual performance; here I further queer the term “inter- 
racial” to extend it to sex across the boundary between machine and 
human. Given that the color line itself is so often a border that divides 
the human from the nonhuman, the interacial sex fuckingmachines. 
com performances enact is not too far of a conceptual stretch. Gonzalez 
argues that the prevalence of miscegenation in cyborgian discourse re- 
flects “a general tendency to link the ‘otherness’ of the machines with 
the otherness of racial and sexual difference.”’® The sexualized nature 
of the human-machine amalgamation that marks the cyborg summons 
miscegenation. Both cyborgs and racial hybrids are the product of a 
kind of miscegenation or illicit pairing.‘°* The performances on fuck- 
ingmachines.com add the taboo of sex that crosses the border between 
humans and machine to illicit sex that crosses the racial divide. The 
eroticization of racial-sexual alterity here is profoundly multifaceted. 

The tension between utopian fantasy and material reality that under- 
girds digital subjectivity mirrors that of the utopian techno-fetishistic 
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tension between fucking machines as mechanical apparatuses and 
their racialized embodiment. While fucking machines promise a kind 
of techno-utopian fantasy of the machine, albeit an anxious one, they 
remain deeply wedded to the racialized and gendered human body. As 
Cameron Bailey argues, “Cybersubjectivity promises the fantasy of dis- 
embodied communication but it is firmly connected to bodies through 
the imaginative act required to project into cyberspace.”’® In purport- 
edly providing a sexual experience that “no human can replicate,’ fuck- 
ing machines are programmed by and indeed reproduce racialized and 
gendered codes of sexuality.'°° The genesis of fuckingmachines.com 
corresponds with a wave of scholarly analyses of race in cyberspace 
that began in the early 2000s, much of which worked to implode what 
Nelson calls the “founding fiction of the digital age,” the myth of post- 
corporeal and postracial cybersubjectivity.’®’ Lisa Nakamura, a leading 
voice in this field, reveals the salience of race in cyberspace as a domain 
of fantasy of racial otherness in which white is often an assumed stan- 
dard. She has coined the term “identity tourism” to critique the prob- 
lematic trend of “passing” in cyberspace—the use of “race and gender 
as amusing prostheses that [can] be donned and shed without real life 
consequences.”’®* More recently, in pondering the question of “race after 
the Internet,” Nakamura has argued that the digital technologies of the 
Internet continue to transform our conceptualizations of race while 
fostering new modes of racialized discrimination, inequality, privilege, 
and power.’ In the post-Internet world, “race has itself become a digi- 
tal medium, a distinctive set of informatic codes, networked mediated 
narratives, maps, images, and visualizations that index identity.’”° Un- 
derstanding race as a form of encoding facilitates its recognition as a 
technology of power. 

Nakamura is one of many scholarly pioneers who interrogates the in- 
sidious digital postracial utopianism that marked early discussions of race 
and cyberspace, particularly in the days of the pre-graphic Internet. Kali 
Tal similarly critiques the “whitinizing of cyberspace” that operates on 
multiple fronts: the elision of people of color in cyberspace and the failure 
of scholars to recognize African American critics—who have a long, rich 
tradition of writing about the fracturing and multiplicity of identity, em- 
bodiment, and disembodiment—as pioneers in this field.’”* Tal expands 
the question of race and representation on the Internet beyond the issue 
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of the bodies on screen to include the broader critical practices engaged in 
reading cyberspace. As a site that instantiates how technologies of racial- 
ization extend temporally and spatially beyond the “bodies” in our frame 
of view, fuckingmachines.com demands such a critique. 

While race, as we are accustomed to hearing it, is quieter in these per- 
formances, it speaks more loudly in the viewers’ comments on the vid- 
eos. Although the black female performer's race is not typically a topic of 
discussion in pre- or post-performance interviews or in the descriptions 
of the videos, blackness is most always named—called out and called 
on—by one or more user.’”” These forums explicitly blacken the female 
performers. Just as I read Sisko’s blog as an essential element of race-play 
performance, here I analyze these viewer's comments as vital technolo- 
gies of racialization. Reading the racial performances in these liminal 
and often overlooked sites of analysis in pornography scholarship fa- 
cilitates an urgently needed critical expansion of pornography’s play of 
race, pushing these performances and our readings of them beyond the 
bodies in our immediate view. If, as I have suggested, the conventional 
pornographic “racial codes” of black female sexuality are challenged by 
the technologies that mediate it, it is in the remarks section where these 
codes hypostatize. In this cacophony of comments, blackness is interpel- 
lated in ways that range from simple acknowledgement to criticism to 
praise to requests for more black female performers. The familiar hy- 
perbolic pornographic lexicon of black female sexuality creeps in here 
as users describe the black female body with words such as “chocolate, 
“ebony, and “brown sugar” and phrases such as “the blacker the berry 
the sweeter the juice.” These terms resuscitate pornography’s racial- 
sexual epidermal schema from its torpidity during the performances 
themselves. 

The construction of race is inextricable from the metaphorical and 
literal policing of race in this arena. These remarks discipline the black 
female body in order to signify her belonging in this techno-sexual site. 
Black female sexuality is often summoned in relation to white male sex- 
uality. Whiteness (white maleness) is confessed as black womanness is 
recognized. That is, users often refer to the black female body in relation 
to their own whiteness (and its confession) on this purportedly anony- 
mous cyber site. For example, one viewer imagines his “fat white cock be- 
tween those ass cheeks.” Another writes “am awhite guy and want more 
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black women,’ while another suggests, “USE MORE BLACK GIRLS 
US WHITE FOLK LIKE TO SEE THEM GETTING FUCKED? In 
each of these comments, the black female body is written in and 
through white male sexuality and its value is actualized through the 
white male body.’’* Kink.com’s inter°acial policing operates more 
palpably through its regulation of member’s comments. In order to 
promote respectful community dialogue, the company has “guide- 
lines for posting comments.” When users violate these guidelines, 
kink.com can delete a user’s posts or suspend and/or ban his or her 
account. In addition to remarks that include profanity or spam, that 
solicit users, and that constitute phishing, posts that “contain racist 
or homophobic remarks” are not allowed.'’* Despite this, racialisms 
are frequent. 

In speaking to and for the black female body, users also speak to 
one another. It is not uncommon to see a continuing dialogue about 
the quality of a performance, the authenticity of a performer's orgasms, 
the casting of machines, the set, and the body of the female performer. 
In performances with black women, blackness often is the pivot for 
these debates. These forums typically reflect a kind of race-“positive” 
position, often complimenting, albeit ambivalently, the eroticized, ex- 
oticized black female and even imploring kink.com to feature more 
fucking-machine videos with black women. However, they also reflect a 
refusal of blackness that is articulated through the policing of fucking- 
machines.com as a space of whiteness. This phenomenon is evidenced 
in the comments for a video with black female performer Melrose Foxx. 
Though the 43-minute video was filmed in a novel setting—kink.com’s 
RV in San Francisco's iconic Golden Gate Park—it is rather typical. It 
begins with a short pre-fucking interview conducted outside on a park 
bench, during which Tomcat welcomes Foxx to fuckingmachines.com, 
asks about her knowledge of the machines, her experience in pornog- 
raphy, and her sexual preferences. The camera then follows Foxx inside 
the RV to a small bed that serves as the stage where the fucking takes 
place with three machines: SatisfyHer, the Intruder, and the Sybian. Like 
many fuckingmachines.com performers, Foxx is seemingly exhausted 
after multiple orgasms and requires breaks in between machine part- 
ners. The video concludes with a short post-fucking interview during 
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which she corroborates the sexual supremacy of the machines, her “new 
best friend[s],” saying, “I think I am going to get rid of the boyfriend” 

While the video diegetically and sequentially subscribes to fucking- 
machines.com’s repetitive routine, the black female body disrupts this 
convention and is policed by the spectatorial gaze. One fuckingma- 
chines.com member, tsunami 69, writes, “You guys should really con- 
sider a site specific to this type of content/model. It’s becoming far too 
common to keep my interest in a monthly membership.” Other impor- 
tant responses function not so much as a defense of black female sexual- 
ity but as a calling out of the marginality of its presence, a peripherality 
that is articulated in tsunami6g’s failure to explicitly cite blackness as he 
summons it. One viewer, for example, writes: 


i liked it and i think it’s bull crap that ass [sic] soon as a model is posted 
that is not white someone rates poor and talks about content/models they 
don't need a site specific because not everyone on the site like to watch 
white girls getting fucked by machines twenty four seven sure it’s fun an 
good but you can only watch so many white girls before you get tired of 
seeing white girls getting fucked. 


However, Tomcat’s response is where we can see how the policing of 
black female sexuality on the site is yoked to the larger hegemonic ideo- 
logical disciplining of black female sexuality that fuckingmachines.com 
displays. Tomcat’s “defense” of Foxx is couched not in advocacy for the 
site’s diversity but rather in the superior physicality of the black female 
body as an opponent in the contest between woman and machine: “You 
are all entitled to your opinion on what you personally find hot—just be 
fair to the model. I will say that 43 minutes of machine fucking is VERY 
intense—especially on high. Melrose is one of the rare few models who 
fucked the machines back, using her own rhythm to cum. She’s hot as 
fuck and we all have the pleasure of watching her.” The black female's 
contested space in this techno-sexual scene is recuperated through a 
resort to stereotypes. In citing Foxx’s “rhythm” and athleticism with the 
machines (even at high speeds), Tomcat evokes her blackness. Similarly 
replete with stereotypes, the description for the video notes Foxx’s 


“incredible way of fucking in time with the machines” writing, “She 
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shakes, grinds and fucks back all the way to orgasm heaven” Like 
tsumani6g9, Tomcat elides blackness as he interprets it. 

As a digital platform for these cyber comments, the Internet catalyzes 
fuckingmachines.com’s collaborative technologies of race, pleasure, and 
visuality. Fuckingmachines.com illuminates the myriad ways the Inter- 
net is altering the contemporary production and consumption of race. 
While scholars from both sides of pornography’s ever-seething fault line 
have critiqued Internet porn, the myriad ways the Internet enables por- 
nography to operate as a technology of race is rarely analyzed.'’° On 
the fucking machines.com site, the Internet facilitates a DIY mode of 
racialization in which multiple actors—human and nonhuman, silent 
and speaking, flesh and machine—collude in the performance of black 
female sexuality to play in and about pornography’s precarious game 
of race. Discussions of DIY pornography often focus on the ways that 
“indieporn or “altporn” has creatively changed not just pornography and 
the industry but also our experience and knowledge of sexuality and the 
body.’”’ Yet it is also the case that pornography facilitates a DIY racial 
construction, another example of how technology continues to shape 
the racial project. 

Fuckingmachines.com requires us to think more comprehensively 
about the complex technologies involved in new media’s reconfigura- 
tion of these relationships and to expose the many agents, components, 
spaces, and technologies of the digital production of race. Throughout 
the fuckingmachines.com site, black female sexuality is constituted 
from both bodily performance—human and machine—and text. The 
performance of black female sexuality by multiple agents reveals that 
our racial-sexual performances are not just our own. Beyond the ma- 
chines’ performances as avatars of white male inventors and white male 
machine operators at kink.com, fucking machines reflect the technol- 
ogy of race as an apparatus of power and pleasure while illuminating 
the continuing project of re(configuring) racial difference in cyberspace. 
Indeed, fuckingmachines.com attests to the ever-expanding scope of the 
performance of black female racial-sexual alterity. 


Conclusion 


Encore: A Note on Repetition 


“Racist remarks” are not the only things kink.com prohibits in online 
comments. “Unnecessarily repetitive” posts are also prohibited, yet they 
are rife. If the posts are incredibly repetitive—using the same limited 
lexicon to describe female physicality (“hot, “hottie,” “smokin’ hot,” 
“super hot,’ typically followed by an inordinate number of exclama- 
tion marks)—so too are the performances. In the peculiar cacophony 
of human and nonhuman sounds that becomes a sort of soundtrack in 
fucking-machine videos—moaning, groaning, slurping, sucking, click- 
ing, droning, buzzing—it is the somnolent humming that energizes the 
repetitive thrusts of the machines that is most prominent. The repeti- 
tion of the machines, as tangled technologies of gender, race, sexuality, 
pleasure, and visuality, ignite the multiple themes of this book. In this 
conclusion, I use the repetition of fucking machines to illuminate the 
larger, if less pronounced, processes of rote at work in pornography’s 
performance of racialized sexuality and to recapitulate the motifs in this 
book. There is much repetition here: the repetition of tensions between 
the binaries of fantasy/reality, black/white, absence/presence, and inside/ 
outside; the fact that BDSM and pornography both serve as platforms 
for the dynamic spectacle of race play; the repetition of the narratives of 
historical trauma and black abjection that script performances in both 
of these genres; and our own tenacious disciplining of the enactment of 
these performances. 

Repetition is a salient black cultural motif." Exploring this fun- 
damental element on which black culture, specifically performance, 
hinges, James Snead engages the concept of the musical “cut”: a mode 
of “abruptly skipping it back to another beginning which we have al- 
ready heard”? Reflecting Derrida’s concepts of iterability and difference 
that highlight the change, alterity, and invention in repetition, Deborah 
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McDowell uses the theory of the “changing same” to map key historical 
moments in black women’s literature.* I am less interested in black cul- 
ture as a mode of repetition than in what we keep retuning to, how, and 
for what. Though I focus on the memory of chattel slavery as a source of 
erotic pleasure, slavery has been a significant trope of cultural produc- 
tion, from literature, to film, to music, to visual arts. It was not until the 
mid- to late twentieth century, however, that its representation became 
a recurring cultural motif as a mode of interrogating modern black sub- 
jectivity.* As Christina Sharpe has so compellingly revealed, the rep- 
etition of “monstrous intimacies,” the haunting racial-sexual violence 
of slavery, is constitutive of postslavery subjectivity.” Pornography and 
BDSM illuminate the erotic legacies of racial bondage and our “compul- 
sion” to revisit this history in our intimate spheres. 

The repetition at work in fuckingmachines.com is powerful and lay- 
ered, inflecting the narrative, the kinetic technology of the machines; 
the spectacle of women’s orgasms; and the performance of racialized 
sexuality. As I have shown, fuckingmachines.com subscribes to a for- 
mulaic narrative frame: the interview with the performer, the vibrator 
“warm-up, the sequential fucking with different machines, and (some- 
times) a closing interview finale. This repetitiveness mirrors the repeti- 
tion of the machine's kinetic range of motion—whether this means a 
stroke range from o-20 centimeters, as the Annihilator has; a maximum 
rpm of 2,400, as the Fucksall has; a height range of 36-76 centimeters, 
as the Bunny Fucker has; a torque value of 4.86 newton meters, as the 
Monster has; or a stroke adjustment setting of six seconds, as the In- 
truder has.° The erotic economy of fuckingmachines.com depends upon 
repetition. The repetitive movement of the machines, as superhuman 
sexual partners, produces women’s multitudinous climaxes. Fuckingma- 
chines.com’s compulsive repetition of women’s orgasms is a lens through 
which to consider the reproduction of racialized sexuality at work in 
porn and BDSM. 


Pornography’s Generic Refrain 


The multifaceted repetition at work in fuckingmachines.com reflects 
repetition in the genre of pornography itself. Even before the early 
anti-pornography critiques by radical feminists, scholars identified the 
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salience of the convention of repetition within pornography.’ More 
recently, Susanna Paasonen has approached the question of repetition 
within pornography from the perspective of affective power, “the power 
of pornographic images and texts to move their viewers and readers.” 
She argues that our pleasure in pornography is premised on our affective 
relation to the figures on screen and that repetition facilitates this iden- 
tification.’ I am inspired by Paasonen’s push to move beyond a “literal 
cataloguing” of pornography’s redundant iconography to think criti- 
cally about “these choreographies in the modality of porn.’ However, 
I believe we need to expand the critique of pornography’s repetition to 
see it as reflective of, as contesting, and as engendering larger reitera- 
tive performances of identifications of power such as race, gender, and 
sexuality. Pornography’s repetitive pleasure—a pleasure in repetition—is 
bound up with its repetition of race. 

As a site that brilliantly exemplifies pornography’s capitalist logic of 
sexuality in its spectacle of the mechanical extraction of women’s mul- 
tiple orgasms, fuckingmachines.com brings the “orgasm industry” of 
pornography into high relief.'’ Sarah Schaschek uses the term Orgasm 
Inc. to describe the fundamental seriality of pornography’s pleasure.’ 
Informed by Paasonen, Schaschek has recently argued that repetition is 
not just constitutive of the genre, it is also essential to pleasure in por- 
nography.'? Relying on philosophical theories of repetition, mainly Der- 
rida’s concept of iterability, she underscores the instability and difference 
in repetition: “The orgasmic formula might be reproducible, yet the im- 
ages are always at risk of ‘failing’ to arouse or even to signify a definitive 
scenario.’** I too am interested in the question of failure in repetition, 
not so much how pornography fails but how pornography brings into 
high relief the failure of categories of identity and their tired yet easily 
energized tropes of racialized sexuality. I want to reorient the question 
of pornography and bodily failure to think about how pornography ren- 
ders the body as a site of racial-sexual failure to tell the truth of our race, 
sexuality, and gender and reveal the failure of these categories as truths. 


All Pink on the Inside? Pornography’s Changing Same 


Beyond its generic repetition, pornography engages repetition as an 
established mode of racial performativity. This repetition brilliantly 
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reflects our myriad insecurities about the category of race. In an inter- 
view on the topic of interracial sex, Diana Devoe rhetorically questions 
the role of racial categorization within the adult entertainment indus- 
try: “Why is there an interracial designation in adult at all if we are all 
just having sex and we are all pink on the inside? Why is there inter- 
racial? Why is there Black? Why is there Asian? There's these categories 
because it is about attraction. It is about selling a fantasy" The specific 
categories within pornography—of race, fetish, sexual preference—are 
about, as Devoe notes, “selling a fantasy” and the need to categorize (in 
order to market and sell) these specific fantasies. However, the fantasy 
of racial-sexual alterity that pornography sells and BDSM traffics in is 
exceedingly ambivalent. It reifies these categories to stage their erotic 
transgression and performs a self-mocking hyperbole, a play, of race 
that underscores its own pleasure. As I have shown, pornography and 
BDSM eroticize not just the racial-sexual difference of the black female 
body but also the ambivalence of this difference—its instability— 
signaling a profound anxiety over the sameness of the black female body. 
Performances of black female sexuality in contemporary American por- 
nography and BDSM are grounded in the shifting tectonics of desire and 
derision, sameness and difference. The colloquial phrase “it’s all pink on 
the inside,” which is simultaneously inclusive and discriminative and is 
rooted in difference and sameness, astutely encapsulates a number of 
contradictions at play within the spectacular repetition of black female 
sexuality. 

The phrase signals the body as the primary site for the enactment 
of the fantasy of racial-sexual alterity while unveiling this otherness 
as fantasy. Black female sexuality prompts a critical reorienting of the 
questions of pornography, repetition, and bodily failure to consider how 
pornography and BDSM, both deeply embodied practices, paradoxically 
reveal the body as a critical yet unreliable site of racial determination 
(black on the outside, pink on the inside)—one that not only fails to 
tell the truth of our race but also reveals the failure of these categories 
as truths. Homi Bhabha sheds light on the salience of repetition for the 
question of otherness, the primary “discursive strategy” of which is the 
stereotype, a technique that requires continual rehearsal and “vacillates 
between what is already ‘in place, already known, and something that 
must be anxiously repeated.”’® Indeed, repetition is a critical modality 
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in the construction of categories of otherness, such as race, gender, and 
sexuality. Butler has of course, analyzed gender as a repeated perfor- 
mance—“a stylized repetition of acts” —a practice of citation.’” However, 
this repetition does not engender the same, a “univocal signification,” 
but rather produces something different.'* This potential for difference, 
Butler argues, can function subversively to critique hegemonic construc- 
tions of gender and disrupt the myth of “gender reality? 

Pornography and BDSM, which are fluent in the lexicon of stereo- 
types, disrupt the very “fixity” and “reality” of race and sexuality they 
labor to uphold while evincing the rapture in these repetitions. We 
might read this changing same as characteristic of the repetition of rep- 
resentation itself. Just as Bhabha encourages an understanding of rep- 
etition that foregrounds its role as a technology of racialized power that 
undermines the fixity of race and Butler argues that repetition contests 
the verisimilitude of gender, Walter Benjamin discusses repetition as a 
mode of inauthenticity. In his famous essay “The Work of Art in the Age 
of Mechanical Reproduction,’ Benjamin argues that instead of merely 
copying, mechanical reproduction fundamentally changes a work of 
art. Because authenticity is not duplicable, he argues, mechanical re- 
production represents a kind of liberation from the burden of authen- 
ticity, “emancipat[ing] the work of art from its parasitical dependence 
on ritual”? Benjamin speaks to the anxiety of repetition in the visual 
sphere that is based on authenticity and its impossibility. His theoriza- 
tion of repetition, authenticity, and the image reinforces the concept that 
the reiteration of racial-sexual paradigms contests their truths. From 
its spectacular play on the volatile boundaries of black and white, past 
and present, to its queering of heterosexual monogamy to its techno- 
mediation of racialized sexual pleasure, blackness is naturalized and 
denaturalized, stabilized and mercurial in its repetitive performance in 
contemporary American pornography and BDSM. 


Repetition as Reconciliation with Trauma 


Beyond punctuating the genre of pornography and illuminating the 
performance of racialized sexuality in both pornography and BDSM, 
repetition becomes a lens for understanding the reiterative modality of 
eroticized black abjection that operates in both genres. Psychoanalytic 
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theories of repetition bring to light the “perpetual returns” to the 
mythologized eroticized site of chattel slavery and the hold the spectacle 
of racial bondage maintains over our erotic imaginary.’ Repetition is a 
primary component of modern trauma theory.” Psychoanalysis engages 
the phenomenon of our compulsion to return to the site of trauma. 
Freud’s theory of repetition compulsion offers a way to understand these 
recurrent intimate restagings and our libidinal investments in rehears- 
ing chattel slavery. Repetition compulsion is the phenomenon through 
which an individual performs a repeated, compulsive return to the pri- 
mordial scene of psychic trauma as an attempt to reestablish the past 
and rewrite history. Freud argues that “the compulsion to repeat must 
be ascribed to the unconscious repressed.’** Freud understood repeti- 
tion compulsion as a negotiation of the death instinct rather than as a 
libidinal cathexis of Eros. 

Freud’s understanding of compulsive repetition sheds light on race 
play as a mode of engaging and making pleasurable the past traumatic 
history of slavery and the present strain of everyday anti-black racism. 
The theory of repetition compulsion serves as an exegesis of the nature 
of both the human psyche and trauma. Yet Freud critically remarked, as 
BDSM and pornography cogently reveal, “that the unpleasurable nature 
of an experience does not always unsuit it for play.** In theorizing adult 
repetition of distress, Freud engaged the notion of pleasure as a “motive 
for play?’ He writes, 


Finally, a reminder may be added that the artistic play and artistic imitation 
carried out by adults, which, unlike children’s, are aimed at an audience, do 
not spare the spectators (for instance, in tragedy) the most painful experi- 
ences and can yet be felt by them as highly enjoyable. This is convincing 
proof that, even under the dominance of the pleasure principle, there are 
ways and means enough of making what is in itself unpleasurable into a 
subject to be recollected and worked over in the mind.”° 


As I have discussed, race play, like other kinds of BDSM play, can be 
a way that some individuals work with and through various traumas, 
alchemizing pain into pleasure while practicing agency and mastery 
over the unpleasurable past. Yet emphasizing BDSM’s relationship to 
trauma can work to reinforce its understanding as psychopathology.” 
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Thus, the lens of trauma is a useful but precarious one. I am aware of 
the potential risk that using the psychoanalytic lens of trauma may have 
in reinscribing the medicalizing rhetoric of sexuality that I have sought 
to dismantle in this book. In particular, I have worked to depathologize 
black women’s non-“normative” fantasies in performances of pornog- 
raphy and BDSM. I also remain concerned about what happens when 
we think about trauma as the formative element of black female sexual- 
ity. On the contrary, what pornography and BDSM can foreground are 
black female sexuality’s pleasures in the unpleasurable. Furthermore, the 
line of thought that conceptualizes black female sexual performance as 
a mechanical return to the primordial site of trauma might privilege the 
redemptive in black women’s sexuality, further burdening black women 
as the primary narrative agents of such history. Throughout this book, I 
have problematized a way of thinking that positions black women as the 
guardians of this kind of historical weight in order to locate the site of 
trauma in the “home” (to recall nelson) of black female subjectivity. Sha- 
ron Holland interrogates this “need to subject black bodies to the rule of 
race,’ suggesting that it is in the erotic where we might indeed challenge 
this rule. She writes, “By thinking through our erotic commitments, we 
might come to think differently about the historical—we might find a 
grounding for racist practice that acknowledges both systematic prac- 
tices and quotidian effects that far exceed our patterned understanding 
of how history has happened to us.””* 

Perhaps one step toward negotiating this burden of blackness is re- 
thinking repetition as not indicative of weight but rather as a kind of 
vacuity. Might we imagine repetition as a psychic mechanism for en- 
gaging not just the unspeakable, that which we cannot utter, but also 
the unpossessable, that which we cannot grasp, or have perhaps never 
held? Cathy Caruth theorizes trauma as the belated interpretation of an 
event or image that repeatedly haunts, indeed possesses, the individual 
who experiences it.” She understands trauma as a profound present- 
historical burden, one that is paradoxically heavy to hold but unable 
to grasp: “The traumatized, we might say, carry an impossible weight 
of history within them, or become themselves the symptom of a his- 
tory that they cannot entirely possess.”*® These ongoing historical re- 
citals of racial-sexual violence in the landscape of the performance of 
modern black female sexuality reveal “that the impact of the traumatic 
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event lies precisely in its belatedness, in its refusal to simply be located, 
in its insistent appearance outside the boundaries of any single place or 
time”?! There might be no clearer substantiation for the sustained col- 
lective trauma of transatlantic slavery than the repetition of its “image” 
in cultural media across time and space. 

What especially intrigues me about this psychoanalytic theory of the 
repetition of trauma as a lens through which to read the repetition that 
powers performances of black female sexuality is how it positions rep- 
etition in relationship to memory and its collapse. Freud suggests that 
repetition marks the failure of memory and acts as a kind of panacea for 
this failure.*” Caruth reveals failure to be important to the experience 
of trauma—our failure to not only “entirely possess” history but also 
the failure of memory itself; that is, our forgetting. She writes, “The his- 
torical power of trauma is not just that the experience is repeated after 
its forgetting, but that it is only in and through its inherent forgetting 
that it is first experienced at all?** Similarly, in his theory of repetition, 
Deleuze identifies the relationship between repetition and the failure of 
memory, conceptualizing forgetting as more a result rather than a cause 
of repetition. Describing repetition as an encounter and a vital mode of 
experience and subjectivity, he writes, “I do not repeat because I repress. 
I repress because I repeat, I forget because I repeat. I repress, because I 
can live certain things or certain experiences only in the mode of repeti- 
tion?** For postslavery subjects with no conventional memory of slav- 
ery, these insistent returns might become not an attempt at re-memory, 
but a kind of forgetting. 
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